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Abstract 
Research on parenting has increased significantly over the last 30 years, with most literature 
focusing on Western views of parenting. This presents as problematic when attempting to 
generalise this information to minority cultural groups. There remains a shortfall in knowledge on 
effective parenting characteristics of Aboriginal child rearing. Most research on Aboriginal 
communities has focused on deficits and issues related to child protection, as well as guidance on 
how best to work with Aboriginal communities. There appears to be a reluctance to investigate or 
accept different cultural approaches to these issues, with the literature on Aboriginal parenting 
found to be, at times, misleading and misrepresentative. After a history of more than 200 years of 
dispossession and misrepresentation, it is timely to consider an important, although little 
investigated, element of Aboriginal existence. This thesis addresses this shortfall by seeking to 
answer the question of what characteristics are displayed by well-functioning urban Aboriginal 
families.  
This thesis is a qualitative study that employed a three-stage methodology. A content 
analysis was first conducted to establish a baseline understanding, by exploring three studies that 
commented on Aboriginal parenting from 1913 to 1989. Next, local Brisbane Elders participated in 
a focus group discussion to explore their experiences of being parented, as well as how they raised 
their own children. Finally, an ethnographic study incorporating participant observations, semi-
structured interviews and videoed interactions was completed with three participant families. This 
stage of the study explored the experiences of contemporary Aboriginal families and their 
parenting, and was the culmination of the methodological investigation.   
Through the application of a conceptual framework informed by critical theory and 
employing a postcolonial perspective, the research found that, despite experiences of trauma and 
difficulty, the families studied were raising their children in accordance with a unique style that met 
the cultural, developmental and emotional needs of their children. What this represented was a 
unique family systems approach to caring for children that incorporated intergenerational support, 
from grandmothers in particular, which enabled mothers to maintain their role as primary 
caregivers, as well as a focus on child development guided by interaction with the child’s 
environment and play-based learning. 
The findings revealed that the model of care observed in the families has retained 
similarities to data identified in the baseline studies, suggesting there are aspects of Aboriginal 
approaches to child rearing that have remained fairly constant over time and across place. This is of 
significance especially in the fields of family support, program development and, even more 
saliently, child protection, where decisions to remove children need to be based on analyses 
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employed within a framework of cultural understanding and safety, rather than decisions that affect 
Aboriginal parents and children who may justifiably conclude they are made ‘because I’m black’. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Background and Context for this Study 
I have been fortunate in my roles as a social worker in that I have been able to work 
alongside many different cultures around the context of rearing children. As a Bundjalung1 man I 
have benefited from the support of my family and community and have also been privy to the 
workings of our culture. This has also informed the way I see the world. My experience in working 
with Indigenous families has been strengthened from my colleagues’ and community’s experiences 
and understandings.  
I currently work within the health and child protection systems and, as a social worker, I 
consult widely with professional representatives from many government departments and non-
government organisations. Through my work with Queensland Child Safety Services, the 
Queensland government agency responsible for protecting children from harm or risk of harm, I 
regularly witness comment and discussions around effective parenting, and frequently these 
discussions involve negative stereotypes of non-mainstream families. When thinking of Indigenous 
families, I have rarely heard positive comments about strengths in parenting ability, beliefs and 
methods. This is salient when considering the social work value of ‘respect for persons’, where each 
person has the right to “wellbeing, self-fulfilment and self-determination, consistent with the rights 
and culture of others” (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2010, p. 10). The importance of 
values is magnified when taking into account the Australian Association of Social Workers’ 
position paper on working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, which states social 
workers are “responsible for ensuring that their practice is culturally responsive, safe and sensitive” 
(AASW, 2015, p. 1) and they should “acknowledge the strengths, capacities, abilities and 
contributions that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples make to wider society” (AASW, 
2015, p. 1).  
It is important to identify that within Child Safety Services in Queensland, social workers 
are among a number of professionals employed by the department. The social work qualification is 
identified as one of the two entry pathways to become a Child Safety Officer (Department of 
Communities Child Safety and Disability Services [DCCSDS], 2015a). Social work values are 
integral to the work that I undertake and also inform my stance in approaching this study, so I was 
curious about the incongruence between espoused values and actual practice. 
                                                
1 Bundjalung is a specific Aboriginal clan, cultural and language group that represents some areas in South 
East Queensland and Northern NSW 
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Beyond my personal experiences of child protection interventions in families’ lives, the 
impact of any interventions leading to removal of children is recognised as wide ranging (Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission [HREOC], 1997; Walker, 1993a). Historically, policies 
of child removal for Aboriginal communities have impacted for generations through family 
separations, which have contributed to negative impacts on parent-child and cultural relationships 
(HREOC, 1997; Paisley, 1997; Walker, 1993a). There are numerous commentaries in relation to the 
disadvantaged situation of Indigenous populations and yet there is limited published research 
around successful Aboriginal parenting strategies, or cultural components that contribute to 
effective child rearing (Australian Government, 2004; Cann, 2008). 
This has contributed to my interest in understanding elements of Aboriginal parenting. In 
order to provide an insight into urban Aboriginal parenting, I am interested in understanding how 
well-functioning Aboriginal families construct and make sense of their parenting practices. Such 
knowledge will contribute to a greater understanding of the characteristics of successful Aboriginal 
parenting, 
This thesis focuses specifically on positive elements of Aboriginal parenting, explored 
through an examination of previous studies and research with families identified as well-
functioning. The purpose of this approach is to document current Aboriginal parenting practices, 
and to examine Aboriginal ways of child rearing and their legitimacy to Aboriginal parents 
themselves, their community and their children. This information will be of value to clinicians, 
human service professionals and policy makers in designing services that are sensitive to, and 
recognise, parenting practices that reflect Indigenous family cultural experiences, and the complex 
perspectives that contribute to Indigenous parenting. In focusing on well-functioning families, the 
present research will not directly address the factors associated with family breakdown the factors 
associated with child maltreatment. There is a vast literature on this topic and would require the 
broadening of the scope of the research beyond what is possible. Thus, it should be acknowledged 
that the thesis does not attempt or claim to describe the vast diversity of parenting practices, styles, 
and drivers that can occur within and across cultures. The focus on well-functioning families is a 
deliberate response to the current need to acknowledge and document how children raised in 
Aboriginal families can have positive developmental outcomes and that this may occur in the 
context of an Aboriginal approach to child rearing that may be different from non-Indigenous 
approaches to parenting. 
The importance of this research is, firstly, that a focused investigation on the positives of 
urban Aboriginal parenting has not previously been conducted. Secondly, whilst important, it is also 
timely considering the Australian government’s agenda to consider a referendum to enact 
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constitutional change in eliminating any reference to ‘race’ in the Australian Constitution. While 
Indigenous families continue to be over-represented in the child protection system to the degree that 
they are, it is difficult to see the removal of ‘race’ in Australia’s Constitution as anything more than 
a symbolic gesture or nod to equity in place of action for social or policy change that might improve 
the experience of Aboriginal families. 
There has been some work completed around Indigenous parenting and this will be covered 
in depth in the literature review (Chapter Two). In brief though, authors such as Warriki Jarrinjaku 
Aboriginal Child Rearing Strategy [ACRS] (2002), Kruske, Belton, Wardaguga, and Narjic (2012), 
Priest, King, Nangala, Nungurrayi Brown, and Nangala (2008), Ryan (2011), Secretariat for 
National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care [SNAICC] (2011), Silburn et al. (2006), Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), Yeo (2003) and Zubrick et al. (2005) to name some of the contributors 
to the literature, have contributed to the discussion of Indigenous parenting. Most of this literature 
on Aboriginal parenting, although not all, used very similar source studies, in particular Hamilton 
(1981) and Malin, Campbell, and Agius (1996). These studies can be compared with early accounts 
of Aboriginal child rearing such as Malinowski (1913) and Malin’s (1989) thesis study from which 
the Malin et al. (1996) paper is informed. They are very informative studies and will be briefly 
described in the literature review, and along with the other studies mentioned above, analysed in 
Chapter Four through a content analysis to establish what is known to date.  
This critical appraisal of the literature identified gaps in what is known about Aboriginal 
parenting. It shaped the methodological approach of exploring specifically what urban Aboriginal 
parenting might be, and how it can be interpreted through the theoretical lenses of attachment 
theory and postcolonialism. Of interest was whether the styles of Aboriginal child rearing described 
in more regional areas in different historical contexts would relate to the experience of Aboriginal 
parenting in contemporary Brisbane. The results of this thesis suggest that elements of Aboriginal 
parenting have endured and been transported across time and place, and define, as least in part, an 
Aboriginal style of parenting, despite the postcolonial context and impact of successive generations 
of policies enacted upon this population. Before commencing with an introduction to the specific 
study components, it is helpful to consider some of the key information that relates to Aboriginal 
parenting experiences in Queensland. 
1.2 Queensland Over-representation 
In Queensland, at the time this study commenced, Aboriginal children represented 32% of 
those living away from their parents due to being removed by statutory services (Queensland 
Government, 2008). In response to the status of child safety in Queensland, the Queensland 
government commissioned an inquiry into child protection, released in June 2013, entitled: 
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Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry - Taking Responsibility: A Roadmap for 
Queensland Child Protection (QCPCI & Carmody, 2013). On release of this document the status of 
Aboriginal children in care had changed, increasing to 38 per 1000 (Combined Voices, 2013). The 
most recent data for 2015 show a continuing increase, two years after the release of the Queensland 
Child Protection Commission of Inquiry (2013) findings and significant work from across all 
sectors of government. Aboriginal representation in Queensland’s child protection system is now at 
its highest level, having reached more than 42 per 1000 (DCCSDS, 2015b), making identification of 
well-functioning parenting of significance. 
Considering the large scale reform that the Queensland child protection system is 
undertaking there is not yet any apparent slowdown in the rate of Aboriginal children entering into 
statutory care. The rate per 1000 children is the highest it has ever been, with 42.7 of Indigenous 
children living away from home, compared with 5 of non-Indigenous children, as at 30 June 2015. 
This higher rate for Indigenous children has been a consistent trend over the last five years and yet 
the figures for non-Indigenous children have remained steady (DCCSDS, 2015b). These figures 
could indicate that Indigenous children are increasingly more neglected than non-Indigenous 
children. Conversely these attributions could be a function of current assessment practices, 
knowledge and interpretations of Indigenous parenting. 
To assist in achieving clarity about this topic, the chronology of the policies that have 
impacted on Aboriginal acceptance within Australia, and which have contributed to the current 
status of Aboriginal people as overly scrutinized and targeted needs to be reviewed. Armitage 
(1995) identifies some key stages of policy that impact on mainstream acceptance of Australian 
Aboriginal life, with a division into four stages, namely: initial contact; protection, control and 
segregation; assimilation; and integration. Armitage was writing in 1995 and, subsequently, three 
additional periods have been proposed, namely: self-determination; reconciliation; and intervention 
and punishment (Toohey, 2008). 
Initial contact (1770-1885) designated a period of atrocity that included the genocide of 
Aboriginal communities, control and restriction of movement, and acts of retaliation against any 
Aboriginal resistance to colonisation. Protection and segregation (1885-1936) made provision for 
Aboriginal communities to be controlled. In Queensland, for example, the Aboriginal Protection 
and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 1897 (Qld) authorised the Chief Protector of Aborigines 
(and his agents in regions of the state) to remove local Aboriginal people onto and between reserves 
and to hold children in dormitories (State Library of Qld, 2016; Kidd, 1999).  
In 1937 Australia introduced assimilation as a national policy where, as an outcome of a 
conference of then Chief Protectors, it was agreed that the states all work towards educating any 
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children with “mixed aboriginal blood at white standards” (HREOC, 1997, p. 26). After some time, 
the policy of assimilation was questioned as it did not value Aboriginal culture or allow for freedom 
to maintain Aboriginal language and traditions. This policy extended until approximately 1965 
when it was changed to one of integration (1965-1971) where, with some significance, the result of 
the 1967 referendum allowed for Aborigines to be counted in the Census, and for the 
Commonwealth to have the power to legislate for all Aboriginal people. Prior to this, legislation 
relating to Indigenous people was enacted by State authorities (Australian Law Reform 
Commission, 1986). 
The period from 1972-1996 is characterised by a policy of self-management and self-
determination, based on the right of Aboriginal people to retain their cultural identity and traditional 
customs and lifestyle. Under the Whitlam government, the Commonwealth sought, in 1972, to 
support decision-making by Indigenous communities and relinquish control of them (Robinson, 
1994).  
In 1997 the report on the stolen generations was released, entitled: Bringing them home: The 
'Stolen Children' report (1997) (HREOC, 1997), outlining the role of previous government policies 
in decimating Aboriginal culture and contributing to the disadvantage faced by Aboriginal people. 
This is also the period recognised as that of reconciliation, with a focus on healing past trauma, 
respecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage and supporting justice and equity (Pratt, 
2005). 
In 2007, after the release of the report Little children are sacred (2007), which reported 
widespread child sexual abuse in the Northern Territory, the then Howard Coalition government 
implemented the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) as a result. Some of the major 
response measures of this intervention include: suspension of land rights, acquisition of 5 year 
leases over Aboriginal townships previously allocated to land councils and traditional owners, 
increased policing, and welfare spending restrictions (Beacroft & Poole, 2008). This intervention is 
continuing and has bipartisan support until 2022, revisiting the control and assimilation of 
Aboriginal people. 
The belief that dispossession and removal of children from their families is history and no 
longer part of our social landscape is problematic. In many ways negative attitudes towards 
Aboriginal communities continue to be shaped through language, negative stories, and belief in 
reports that are then used to inform policy interventions. These approaches continue to reinforce the 
mythology of generalised poor parenting and the criminalising of Aboriginal communities, families 
and children, and the use of child protection may itself be a less overt continuation of the 
dispossession process (Gibson, 2013). 
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The policies that unfolded with the growth of an Australian nation have clearly also done so 
at great cost to Aboriginal Australia. These policies enabled the advent of the Stolen Generations, 
and, as such, continue to remain part of the lived experience of most Aboriginal families. 
1.3 Journey to this Study 
My journey to this study has been a considerable one with quite a few changes starting with 
previous experience as a labourer, mechanic and defence service with the Royal Australian Air 
Force, all of which influenced and contributed to my eventual move to social work. My role has 
also changed considerably since commencing this study; I have changed from being a social work 
clinician to service manager at Kummara Association Inc. (Kummara), then CEO for the same 
organisation, and I have also married and become a father. This study began from my early 
experiences in operating an Indigenous family intervention service, the purpose being to prevent 
children from entering statutory care and reunifying children and families that were previously 
removed. This was achieved by working alongside parents and family members to assist with their 
ability to effectively care for their children. Whilst I have not come to this topic from personal or 
family experience, my mother often told stories of keeping us hidden whenever Social Services 
were around for fear of us getting taken. I personally do not recall any experiences of removal from 
my family, however, I do remember moving around a lot during my childhood. 
My interest in this topic began with the start of my work at Kummara in starting the family 
intervention service and devising the service response, staff professional development and clinical 
service delivery. Kummara’s philosophy is centered on the importance of and interrelatedness of 
family, community and culture in raising and caring for children. In the operation of this program it 
became clear to me that many of the families that were being referred to our service were not 
dysfunctional and yet irrespective of the therapeutic work we completed together, the families 
seemed to constantly struggle to achieve success with their case plan goals in the eyes of the child 
protection services.   
The attitudes that shaped interference in reunifying Aboriginal families were made clear to 
me, for example, in discussions regarding a new referral, where a team leader advised me that she 
would be placing a protection order on the family because she didn’t trust them to parent 
effectively. When I enquired as to the origin of this mistrust I was told, matter of factly, it was 
because they were black and I should be aware of the history of the community not being able to 
parent their children safely. To say I was shocked would be understating my thoughts and it was 
very difficult to help transform this view into one that each family should be assessed on their 
individual circumstances. This response was reminiscent of established findings of Farmer and 
Owen (1995), Munro (1999) and Ward, Brown, and Hyde-Dryden (2014) that once professionals 
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had formulated an assessment or view of families they were unlikely to change them. This seemed 
to be the case with some of the families that were referred to us, and I started wondering whether 
these situations were being influenced by pre-established beliefs surrounding Aboriginal families 
being unable to care for their children. It was from this point that I started to question what makes 
for well-functioning families, as surely not all families from my culture are dysfunctional. I didn’t 
feel like I had a dysfunctional upbringing and I also wondered at the experiences of Aboriginal 
families today. 
1.4 The Aims of the Study  
Overall, this study sought to understand what families were doing or had done in the past, 
that contributed to them functioning well and avoiding the negative attention of child protection 
services. The multi-method approach to data collection described below, allowed me to report on 
parenting practices over several generations in the region, although the primary concern remains 
that of gaining insight into how contemporary parents function. The study explores specific aspects 
of Aboriginal parenting in Brisbane, Queensland and recognises that the diversity of Aboriginal 
culture means that there may be differences with practices elsewhere. Specifically, the study 
focuses on families who identify as Aboriginal and are considered as well-functioning by their 
community. The study was undertaken in three stages. The aim of the first stage was to formulate 
an understanding of Aboriginal parenting as it had been observed in previous studies. Specifically, I 
was interested in whether there were characteristics of family functioning that could be considered 
an Aboriginal style of child rearing, and if so, to what extent had this persisted over time. Thus, the 
second stage was aimed at testing information from Stage One with local Brisbane Aboriginal 
Elders on the relevance of these findings to their perspectives on how they were parented, and also 
how they then enacted parenting for their children and grandchildren. Stage Three was aimed at 
exploring with current families the intimate details of how they raised their children. The three 
stages were designed to iteratively identify what if any was an Aboriginal child rearing style that 
contributed to well-functioning families.  
In the first stage, a content analysis, of previous literature locates the study by establishing 
an understanding of what we think is known from research completed previously. Key studies 
revealed by this critical analysis of existing literature constituted Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1913) 
book, The family among the Australian Aborigines: a sociological study; Annette Hamilton’s 
(1981) Nature and nurture: Aboriginal child-rearing in north-central Arnhem land; and Merridy 
Malin’s (1989) doctoral thesis, Invisibility in success, visibility in transgression for the Aboriginal 
child in the urban classroom: Case studies at home and at school in Adelaide. Aboriginal child 
rearing was then further illuminated through engaging with the studies of ACRS (2002), Geia 
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(2012), Kruske et al. (2012), Footprints in Time series (DFAHCSIA, 2009; 2011; 2013; DSS, 
2015), Priest et al. (2008), WAACHS, (Zubrick et al., 2005; Silburn et al., 2006) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001). Stage Two was completed by conducting a focus group with local 
Brisbane Elders, to seek their reflections on their role as parents, their own experiences as children, 
and the accuracy and relevance of the findings of the studies from Stage One. Lastly, Stage Three 
was an ethnographic investigation incorporating participant observation, semi-structured interviews 
and reflections on videoed parent-child interactions of three Brisbane Aboriginal families.  
As a social worker and researcher there is a confluence of ethical responsibilities and 
considerations to uphold. In addition to upholding the Australian Association of Social Workers 
Code of Ethics (2010), the study required ethical clearance from the University of Queensland 
through application of the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) and 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) guidelines for 
research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Social workers, when engaged in 
research, are required to operate ethically and responsibly within the conventions of scholarly 
enquiry (AASW, 2010; AIATSIS, 2012; NHMRC, 2015). As it directly relates to research 
involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, it is a requirement under clause 5.5.2.1(a) of the 
AASW Code of Ethics (2010) that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge is honoured and 
research is carried out in accordance with established Indigenous protocols. This includes 
supporting individual and community participation and ensuring that the research being undertaken 
has merit, integrity and benefit for the community (AASW, 2010). I achieved this during this study 
by ensuring local Elders and community members were consulted widely and supported to 
understand the study.  
Community interest and support was realised by providing clarity regarding the importance 
of my approach, how it is intended to ameliorate the over-representation of Aboriginal children in 
child protection, and the benefit gained from a strengths-based research perspective over previous 
deficit-based approaches. I was also very clear and open with families that this approach was an 
exploration, rather than a critique of Aboriginal parenting. I spoke with each person participating, 
clarifying that I was approaching this topic with a view to providing a previously unseen insight 
into families who were doing well in the eyes of their community and did not have any dealings 
with child protection, and the benefit this would bring to what we know about Aboriginal child 
rearing. This approach is further supported by the research questions detailed below. 
1.5 Research Questions 
1.  In what ways do urban Brisbane Aboriginal families, who are considered well-
functioning by their community, raise their children?  
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2.  How are these practices attached to cultural ways of parenting? 
1.6 Thesis Outline 
The thesis comprises ten chapters. In this chapter I have summarised the parts of my journey 
that have led me to this study and also set the scene regarding some of the important considerations 
that have affected Aboriginal communities over time. This centred on the various policies that 
allowed for child removals 100 years ago, to the current expressions of Queensland’s child 
protection system and the continued over-representation of Aboriginal children. 
Chapter Two is a selective review of the literature that provides the supporting structure for 
this research. The review has focused on providing an understanding of the research that has 
impacted on Aboriginal parenting over time. A number of studies that have commented on aspects 
of Aboriginal parenting structure and beliefs are critically reviewed, with some queries regarding 
the data, interpretations, conclusions, and applicability to contemporary urban Aboriginal parenting. 
Chapter Three outlines the conceptual framework and the three-stage methodology guiding 
this research. This study is informed by applying critical theory and specifically postcolonialist 
perspectives in the analysis of characteristics that exemplify Aboriginal child rearing. This approach 
will promote a critical view of dominant ideologies and assumptions whilst challenging societal 
constructions that promote injustice and oppression towards Aboriginal Australians. Postcolonialist 
perspectives, when applied in this context, challenge mainstream views of effective parenting by 
exemplifying characteristics of Aboriginal parenting that equally serve the best interests of their 
children and families. 
The methodological approach adopted, including how this is informed by the lens of critical 
theory, and the application of postcolonialism as a frame of reference which guides the analysis, 
will be outlined in detail. The three stages of content analysis, focus group with Elders, and 
ethnographic study of three families used in data collection and analysis are comprehensively 
described. Furthermore, the limitations, strengths and ethical considerations that are germane to this 
study and specifically this population are clarified.  
Research findings are presented in Chapters Four to Eight. Chapter Four commences the 
study with a content analysis of key studies that are seen as central to informing the body of 
knowledge on Aboriginal parenting. Whilst this content analysis set a benchmark for understanding 
Aboriginal parenting, the context was different for each study as they did not all investigate 
Aboriginal parenting as the core topic. For each of the studies analysed in the content analysis 
(ACRS, 2002; Footprints in Time series (DFAHCSIA, 2009; 2011; 2013; DSS, 2015); Geia, 2012; 
Hamilton, 1981; Kruske et al., 2012; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913; Priest et al., 2008; 
WAACHS, (Zubrick et al., 2005; Silburn et al., 2006); Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001), 
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parenting observations were sometimes secondary to their respective study’s main purpose. I was 
able to draw out each of their observations and bring them together under identified key aspects of 
Aboriginal child rearing. These were then used to guide the Elders’ focus group discussions as 
outlined in Chapter Five.  
The Elders focus group was Stage Two of the study. Chapter Five presents the findings from 
this group and provides an urban Aboriginal context relevant to Brisbane, as well as insight into 
historical understandings of lived experiences of Aboriginal parenting from childhood to 
grandparenthood. The Elders who participated in the study were from the Brisbane community and 
they played a role of great importance. Separate to focus group participants, the Brisbane Council of 
Elders (Council of Elders) were also identified as gatekeepers, and as the group that would ensure 
cultural protocols were adhered to. The Council of Elders was regularly consulted and informed 
about the progress of the study and its intent to investigate positive aspects of Aboriginal parenting 
in Brisbane. By supporting the study, the Council of Elders also conveyed a legitimacy for the 
project and ensured families experienced this as a culturally safe study. In that way, their best 
interests in accordance with ethical conditions for research were maintained (AASW, 2010; 
AIATSIS, 2012; NHMRC, 2015). The innovative approach adopted by this study was to consider a 
sensitive topic from a strengths-based perspective along with research acceptance that there was 
more to Aboriginal parenting than deficits, dysfunction and poor parenting. 
Chapters Six, Seven and Eight represent Stage Three of this study and are the culmination of 
ethnographic research with participant families. These chapters will provide a contemporary view 
of urban Aboriginal parenting in Brisbane. As will become clear each family was represented using 
a genogram, a tool frequently used by social workers making family assessments, outlining those 
present for the study along with some understandings of unique relationships within each family. 
Chapter Six presents Family A, who were a large two-parent family with the father involved in 
work away from the family during the week. Both mother and father have resided in their local area 
for successive generations and they have six children, with four of them under four years of age. 
Chapter Seven will introduce Family B, who are a smaller two-parent family with two children 
under four years of age. They have been in Queensland since the birth of their first child when the 
family relocated here from New South Wales. The mother has her family nearby but they were not 
involved in care or support for raising the children. This family is the only family in which the 
father participated in the study and was at home during the research, and provides an insight into 
Aboriginal fathering, mothering and parenting together. Lastly, Family C is presented in Chapter 
Eight. This family is also a two-parent family and, like Family A, the father worked away from 
home during the week and his parenting was not directly observed during the study. Different from 
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Families A and B, this family resided with the mother’s paternal grandmother and reveals a view of 
Aboriginal family life that is insightful in its cultural approach to supporting the mother to care for 
her two children, both of whom were under 4 years of age. 
Chapter Nine presents a discussion of the findings. This will provide an integrated analysis 
of the findings as they relate to the key previous studies (Chapter Four), f Elders focus group, 
(Chapter Five) and participant families (Chapters Six, Seven & Eight). It focuses on the central 
themes of the research and their importance as identified from the three stages of this study. This 
chapter specifically highlights the prime characteristics that combine to establish Aboriginal child 
rearing as a unique and recognisable style of child rearing as found within urban Brisbane. Further, 
this provides an insight into the debilitating and continuing effects of colonisation on the feelings of 
safety and support for Aboriginal families today. 
Chapter Ten presents the conclusions of this study. In this chapter I outline 
recommendations that have been identified during this study. These include methods to inform 
better service delivery for Aboriginal parents and families as well as how best to target these 
services. Following these recommendations, the limitations and strengths of this study are discussed 
and suggestions are provided for further research.  
1.7 Summary 
This chapter has provided an introduction to the research and to the content of this thesis. 
This includes the background and context of the study, my interest in this area of research, and the 
values I bring to the study. This exploration of Aboriginal parenting aims to challenge some of the 
perceptions of Aboriginal parenting that continue to prevent equitable participation by Aboriginal 
people and a child’s life unimpacted by external authorities.  The aim of what follows in this thesis 
is to identify what truly makes for well-functioning Aboriginal families. My intention has been to 
provide an intimate account of contemporary urban family life that will contribute to fair 
representation of Aboriginal child rearing in a way that might be recognised and alleviate the 
growing over-representation of Aboriginal children in child protection.  
The following chapter will commence this exploration of Aboriginal parenting by presenting 
a review of the literature. This will attempt to identify styles of parenting that have in different 
times and places been considered an Aboriginal style of parenting. This will provide a baseline 
against which to assess the extent to which such a style of parenting has persisted over time and 
place. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction  
Understanding reasons for the over-representation of Indigenous children in Australia’s 
child protection systems and the development of culturally appropriate and effective interventions 
targeting Indigenous families requires a comprehensive understanding of Indigenous child rearing. 
In fact, the definition of ‘child rearing’ itself requires examination, as Western approaches often use 
the terms ‘child rearing’ and ‘parenting’ interchangeably. The extant literature on Indigenous child 
rearing suggests that ‘growing up children’ is an activity that includes extended family and the 
wider community, and is broader than what is generally referred to as ‘parenting’ (ACRS, 2002; 
Geia, 2012; Priest et al., 2008). Given that the vast majority of child protection workers and 
program developers are non-Indigenous, it is important that specific practices and values involved 
in Indigenous child rearing are clearly delineated. Otherwise the values and recommended practices 
of ‘mainstream’ approaches to child rearing may consciously or unconsciously be regarded as 
normative or the gold standard, with any deviation from this standard being considered deficient, 
abusive or neglectful.  
Prior to exploring current understandings of Aboriginal child rearing, and in order to 
conceptually locate childrearing practices within family structures, it is helpful to identify the 
common definition of the family in Australia, as provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS): 
A family is defined by the ABS as two or more persons, one of whom is at 
least 15 years of age, who are related by blood, marriage (registered or de 
facto), adoption, step or fostering, and who are usually resident in the same 
household. Each separately identified couple relationship, lone parent-child 
relationship or other blood relationship forms the basis of a family. Some 
households contain more than one family. (ABS, 2006) 
 
This definition demonstrates the variability of the family in Australia, including 
kinship and family structures common in the Indigenous community in which ‘growing up 
children’ takes place. 
2.2 Key Concepts: Parenting, Culture and Childrearing 
This literature review focuses on key concepts identified as influential in formulating an 
understanding of such Aboriginal child rearing. These are parenting, culture and parenting, and 
Aboriginal child rearing. In addressing the literature for this study, established conceptualisations of 
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the parenting role will be examined, the impact of parenting styles in conjunction with culture and 
parenting will be identified and described, and Aboriginal child rearing will be explored. 
In the main, this literature has come from sociological and psychological research 
(Bornstein, 2002; Crittenden, 2013; Zubrick, Smith, Nicholson, Sanson, & Jackiewicz, 2008). 
However, there is a dearth of literature focusing on Aboriginal parenting with the majority of it 
highlighting deficits and poor outcomes, resulting in negative perceptions of how Aboriginal 
families parent their children (Bowes & Grace, 2014; Cheers et al., 2006; Little children are sacred, 
2007). 
The Canadian First Nations people seem to have a similar historical experience to that of 
Indigenous Australians (Armitage, 2005) and this fact has drawn wide commentary within the 
literature on the relevance of attachment theory (Neckoway, Brownlee, & Castellan, 2007), and the 
experience of First Nations people within their child protection systems (Blackstock, Trocme, & 
Bennett, 2004; Trocme, Knoke, & Blackstock, 2004), as well as recognition of Indigenous 
ideologies (Battiste, 2002). Whilst there is a significant body of literature covering child rearing of 
First Nations people broadly (Fuller-Thompson, 2005; Kirmayer, Simpson, & Cargo, 2003) the 
same cannot be stated for Australia’s Indigenous population. 
The literature on Australian Aboriginal parenting is primarily focused on remedying 
negatives and deficits that are based on the idea that Aboriginal communities are struggling to raise 
their children (AIHW, 2014; AIFS, 2015; Little children are Sacred, 2007; Scott & Nair, 2013; 
Silburn et al., 2006; Tilbury, 2009; Towns, Varnes, Osbourne, & Pope, 2013). These mythologies 
are given form by repeated negative reporting of issues faced by Indigenous communities, and then 
generalised as a pervasive problem for all Aboriginal Australians (AIHW, 2014; Tilbury, 2009).  
The role of parenting has evolved over time since the domains of paediatrics, infant care and 
child psychology emerged as fields of scientific interest, with the establishment of the American 
Pediatric Society in 1887 (Stokes, 1967). Since then, parenting has been influenced by various 
waves of ‘scientific’ advice and ideologies, commencing with Emmett Holt’s (1894) ‘The care and 
feeding of children’, Watson and Watson’s (1928) ‘Psychological care of infant and child’, Spock’s 
(1946), ‘Baby and Child Care’, now in its 9th edition (Spock & Rothenberg, 1992), and more 
recently, current experiences of tighter laws and conditions guarding the effective and safe care of 
children. Central to these scientific frames for best practice in parenting is the persistent notion that 
Western paradigms are superior and have served to reinforce a distinct lack of recognition of any 
value in Indigenous child rearing practices, specifically for Aboriginal Australians to provide 
effective parenting of their children (Geia, 2012; HREOC, 1997; Read, 2006). 
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Yet parenting, often thought of as a natural response to raising children, is recognised as a 
web of complex roles that centre on the development of understanding through relationships, 
communication, and social interaction (Lee, Bristow, Faircloth, & Macvarish, 2014; Smith, 1997). 
This involves the recognition of certain basic child needs which parents attempt to satisfy 
(Tomison, 1998). These needs are defined as: basic physical care, affection, security, stimulation of 
a child's potential, guidance and control, responsibility, and the development of independence 
(Budd, 2001; Cooper, 1985; Tomison, 1998). 
Parenthood is the one role common to a large percentage of the adult population. It requires 
no formal training, is considered important for the labour and economic base for countries, and has 
been described as the “last stand of the amateur” (Koller, 1974, as cited in Warren, 1983, p. 29). 
The underlying assumption is that child rearing and feeling protective towards children is both 
natural and instinctive, and does not require any additional instruction (Bowlby, 1971 as cited in 
Corby, 2000, p. 123).  
However, in spite of this, over the last 30 years there has been an explosion of literature on 
parenting practices with volumes produced on a range of approaches (Hayes, Weston, Qu, & Gray, 
2010; Lee et al., 2014) inclusive of academic, professional and pop-psychology. This is clearly 
visible in Figure 1, through the increase in writing on Western parenting. 
  
 
  
Figure 1. Books about Parenting, 1900-2015. Note: Graph generated by Google Books 
Ngram viewer (https://books.google.com/ngrams) 
 In addition, parenting research over the last 30 years has challenged previously held views 
that parenting was unidirectional, that it is parents’ behaviour that influences children’s behaviour. 
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However, evidence has emerged to suggest it is reciprocal (Amato & Fowler 2002; Kuczynski, 
2002; Maccoby, 1992).  For example, Maccoby (1992) argues that parent-child relationships are in 
a continual state of co-construction. According to the research, parenting practices evolve over time 
and are influenced by a range of variables that include the age and life stage of the child; external 
influences; autonomy; and the degree to which both parents participate in the parenting role (Amato 
& Fowler, 2002; Aunola & Nurmi, 2005).  
2.3 Parenting and Risk Assessment 
How decisions are made regarding appropriate parenting in the current child protection 
context is important in developing an understanding of current thinking around parenting. The 
impact of inadequate parenting assessments and inferior decision-making can have significant 
effects for the subjects of these interventions. Harm may result from misclassification of cases 
where children and families can be either wrongly separated or, more seriously, mistakenly leaving 
the child at risk, resulting in serious harm (Dalgleish & Drew, 1989; Flaherty et al., 2008; Nisbett & 
Ross, 1980; Shlonsky & Wagner, 2005; Knoke, Trocme, MacLaurin, & Fallon, 2009).  
Decision-making in human services is, however, generally an uncertain process (Lennings, 
2005). At the centre of discussion concerning assessments of parenting is the question of what 
constitutes adequate parenting (Lennings, 2005). Decision makers such as psychologists, social 
workers, legal and judicial officers who are required to provide input into protection cases lack a 
universally agreed model or standard of minimally adequate parenting (Budd, 2005), with a 
growing expertisation of parenting and its assessment as a field of study (Lee et al., 2014).  In fact, 
professionals conducting parenting assessments to determine if children should be returned home 
have been found to apply higher standards for adequate parenting than the original assessments 
used to identify the risk to the child (Budd, Poindexter, Felix, & Naik-Polan, 2001; Harnett, 2007). 
At present there does not appear to be a simple process to quantify or qualify what adequate 
parenting standards are (Azar & Benjet, 1994; Budd & Holdsworth, 1996; Budd, 2001; Budd, 2005; 
Harnett, 2007). An ability to assess minimum parenting standards, unimpeded by cultural bias, to 
manage risk of harm to children and, hence, to identify poor parenting is needed (Harnett, 2007).  
Practice contexts where there are high caseloads and insufficient resources heighten the 
need for methods of identifying and classifying children who are at most serious risk of harm 
(English & Pecora, 1994; Munro, 2005). Methods of assessment that lack a secure evidence base 
and possess a potential for cultural and other bias in the assessor can lead to negative outcomes for 
clients (Donald & Juriedini, 2004). The potential for cultural bias can negatively influence 
assessments of parenting practices that significantly differ from the clinician’s personal experiences 
(as a parent or a child) of acceptable parenting (Dettlaff et al., 2011; McIntyre & Silva, 1992). 
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Current assessment models centre on addressing maltreatment through predicting risk. 
These risk assessment models try to predict the likelihood of a particular adverse event occurring in 
the future (Beyer, Higgins, & Bromfield, 2005). Assessment frameworks of this type generally fall 
into two categories, consensus and actuarial (Baird & Wagner, 2000; Beyer et al., 2005). Consensus 
is concerned with professional judgement based on clinical knowledge, experience and insight. This 
method of risk assessment remains subjective and dependent on the individual professional’s 
interpretations of case characteristics and events (Beyer et al., 2005). Actuarial assessment is tool 
centred and is developed through observing behavioural outcomes of interest to the predictive event 
(Baird & Wagner, 2000; Shlonsky & Wagner, 2005). Actuarial instruments are quantifiable 
measures developed by identifying risk factors, which are then weighted and calculated to 
determine a score.  This score is used as a predictive measure of the likelihood of an event 
occurring or continuing (Goddard, Saunders, Stanley, & Tucci, 1999). Actuarial assessment models, 
even with supplementary decision-making tools and concept guidance, suffer from the 
unpredictability of an individual’s behaviour and do not take into account any existing cultural bias 
of the decision-maker that may be present (Beyer et al., 2005; Dettlaff et al., 2011; Goddard et al., 
1999). 
Clinical judgement, that is, how professionals’ reason, usually combines heuristics, 
intuition, experience and analysis (De Bortoli & Dolan, 2014), and is considered a critical 
component of effective assessment. Issues identified with actuarial assessment are that it may not 
assess family dynamics or contribute to the development of treatment plans. As a corollary, in the 
family violence field there is growing reliance on actuarial instruments to determine risk, with 
Websdale (2000), Salter (2012) and others cautioning against the increased reliance on these 
instruments due to the dynamic nature of risk that is influenced by a range of fluid situational 
factors over time. Websdale (2000, p. 5) argues that they “are steeped in the aura of scientific 
legitimacy… that obscures the richness of personal experience”. Optimally, assessment would be 
improved through combinations of actuarial assessments and clinical judgement (Salter, 2012; 
Shlonsky & Wagner, 2005; Websdale, 2000), which can be tailored to include cultural and diverse 
situational contexts that reliance on one actuarial tool cannot.  
The impact for Indigenous families in Australia is that, as I assert, parenting is a cultural 
activity, thus the effective assessment of their parenting experiences needs to take into account the 
cultural context in which children are raised. A clinician’s dependence upon instruments that fail to 
address differing parenting and cultural contexts may not adequately take account of protective 
factors outside mainstream understandings of appropriate parenting practices (Raeff, 1996; 
Wasserman, Brunelli, Rauh, & Alvarado, 1994). The role culture plays in colouring professional 
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perceptions of risk and effective parenting is visible in recent studies, where professionals were 
more likely to determine risk existed when observing families of a different culture to their own 
(Chang, Rhee, & Berthold, 2008; Rhee, Chang, Berthold, & Mar, 2012). 
Despite our national history, it is now widely accepted that Aboriginal communities should 
be supported to maintain their culture and uniqueness (Merlan, 2000). Whilst Merlan (2000) relates 
this to wider contexts of living conditions and decision making, I argue that this should also 
translate into identifying and accepting cultural ways of rearing children and parenting. For this to 
transpire, an understanding of the interconnectedness between culture and parenting practices can 
help us discern the characteristics of Aboriginal child rearing. This is best achieved by critically 
reviewing the research and uncovering some of the cumulative errors that continue to be put 
forward as characteristics of Aboriginal parenting.  
The identification of literature was guided by the application of a ‘scoping review’ applied 
here to ameliorate the relatively underdeveloped evidence base in Aboriginal child rearing (Arksey 
& O’Malley, 2005). Scoping reviews tend to address broader topics and study designs that are not 
specified a priori.  The search terms were generated through examination of indexing terms in 
relevant databases and examination of studies identified during scoping. These search terms fell 
into two categories that corresponded to the purpose of the scoping review. These were identified as 
follows: "parenting" "parent*" "caregiving" "growing up children" "child rearing" AND 
"Indigenous" "first nations" "Aboriginal". There were no date and document limitations and articles 
needed to be in English. Databases that were searched were PSYCHINFO, Informit, Medline, 
GOOGLE Scholar, Australian Institute of Family Studies Library, AIATSIS Mura database and 
Scopus. 
I will next briefly outline some of the research that emphasises the importance culture plays 
in parenting. This will provide a context for a critical analysis of some of the Aboriginal child 
rearing literature, and will uncover some of the mythologies that are being perpetuated about 
Aboriginal parenting practices.   
2.4 Culture and Parenting 
The role that culture plays in parenting, and in interpretations of such practices, cannot be 
overlooked, therefore some definition of how the concept is applied in this thesis is called for. 
Broadly, the notion of culture used here is that it is a system of  “shared beliefs, values, customs, 
behaviors,… that the members of society use to cope with their world and with one another, and 
that are transmitted from generation to generation” (Bates & Plog, 1990, 7). Cultural practices can 
therefore be understood as both shared and learned over time. There are significant cultural 
differences identified in the areas of infant care, autonomy, discipline and attachment behaviour 
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(Bartz & Levine, 1978; Chiu, 1987; Hoffman, 1988; Kelley & Tseng, 1992; Mizuta, Zahn-Waxler, 
Cole, & Hiruma, 1996; Raeff, 1996; Ryback, Sanders, Lorentz, & Koestenblatt, 1980). The 
conceptualisations and acceptability of different parenting practices differ across cultural, ethnic 
and economic groups with an inevitable bias toward our own cultural interpretations (Budd, 2005; 
Harkness, 1980; Harkness & Super, 2002; Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus, & Jensen, 2005; Kotchick 
& Forehand, 2002). Specifically, parenting and child rearing practices have been found to be 
interrelated with other factors such as family demographics, maternal age, education, family 
relationship or discord, and level of social adjustment (Javo, Rønning, Heyerdahl, & Rudmin, 
2004). 
Parenting beliefs, actions, and roles are influenced by a person’s locality, country, religious 
beliefs, and socioeconomic position, thus differences exist with respect to considerations of ‘right’ 
ways to parent (Tomison, 1998). The knowledge and expertise in relation to infancy, infant mental 
health, and child rearing has increased significantly over the last few decades, and has helped shape 
our perceptions and expectations of parenting (Lee et al., 2014; Rochat, 2001). Much of this 
knowledge development has, however, occurred among Western populations, with poorer nations 
and other cultural groups not widely represented in this growing body of literature (Fernando, 2012; 
Patel & Sumathipala, 2001; Saxena, Paraje, Sharan, Karam, & Sadana, 2006; Tomlinson & Swartz, 
2003). This worldwide imbalance in knowledge production around infancy highlights the difficulty 
posed when generalising these research outcomes to poorer countries and less developed or 
minority cultural groups (Tomlinson & Swartz, 2003). When exploring Aboriginal parenting, it is 
critical to understand the importance of culture, but we need also to be mindful of some of the 
pitfalls of reliance on secondary sources for data.  I turn now to review of some of the key literature 
on Aboriginal child rearing, highlighting some cumulative errors that have arisen in understanding 
these practices when authors have failed to check the original sources of their interpretations. 
2.5 Aboriginal Child Rearing 
Aboriginal families have been identified as experiencing high incidences of trauma in their 
lives and history (Atkinson, 2013). Whilst it is true that not all Aboriginal families experience 
trauma, the likelihood of experiencing trauma in some form is much higher than for any other 
cultural group in Australia (Atkinson, Nelson, & Atkinson, 2010; Atkinson, 2013; Kirmayer, Tait, 
& Simpson, 2009). The research has identified that trauma can impact on successive generations 
through the experience of violence, neglect, and life events that lead to further experiences of 
trauma. 
The pathways of trauma are from direct experience through neglect, violence and abuse 
(AIHW, 2011) and through secondary pathways from witnessing the impact of trauma on family 
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members that can, in itself, lead to intergenerational trauma (Atkinson, Nelson, & Atkinson, 2010). 
Trauma is usually associated with psychological mistreatment, neglect and abuse. However, little is 
written on the impact of racism and discrimination on cumulative trauma. There is some recent 
work identifying that racism and being treated differently and unfairly can have significant effects, 
resulting in Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Carter, 2007; Williams et al., 2014). Silburn et al. 
(2006) also identified that Aboriginal families have a higher exposure to racism, discrimination and 
social marginalisation, with these experiences negatively impacting on health, with increased rates 
of depression and anxiety. It is accepted that, with the experiences of colonisation, trauma is highly 
relevant for Aboriginal communities and has a continued impact both on their living conditions and 
their place in society. 
When it comes to understanding Aboriginal child rearing, the body of literature has grown 
slowly in comparison to Western parenting over the last 30 years. Of these there are two studies that 
a majority of the literature leans upon as primary sources of information, these being Hamilton 
(1981) and Malin et al. (1996). As will be argued, there remains a shortfall in knowledge, resulting 
in a limited understanding of current Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child rearing knowledge 
and parenting practices (Bromfield, Higgins, Richardson, & Higgins, 2006).  
Since the early 1980s there has been some growth in the amount of literature commenting 
on Aboriginal parenting. Prior to this time Malinowski (1913) and McConnel (1934) amongst other 
anthropologists, published observations of Aboriginal community life. During the 1980s the main 
bodies of work providing commentary on Aboriginal child rearing appear to be von Sturmer (1980), 
Hamilton (1981), Berndt and Berndt (1983), Kearins (1984), Bennett (1988), and Malin (1989). In 
the early 1990s the works of Walker (1993b), Malin et al. (1996), who reported on Malin’s 1989 
work, and Atkinson and Swain (1999) appeared. From the early 2000’s to the present, the works of 
Nelson and Allison (2000), Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), ACRS (2002), Yeo (2003), Penman 
(2006), Zubrick et al. (2005), Silburn et al. (2006), Jewell (2008), Priest et al. (2008), Walker and 
Shepherd (2008), Heath, Bor, Thompson, and Cox (2011), Ryan (2011), Geia (2012), Kruske et al. 
(2012), Lohoar, Butera, and Kennedy (2014) and Footprints in Time (DSS, 2015) have further 
contributed to knowledge of Australian Aboriginal child rearing, providing a much-needed breadth 
of relevant studies. What follows is a review and critical analysis of the available literature on 
Aboriginal parenting, outlining the key methodologies used, the links to each other of these works 
as well as those links that may be missing. 
There seem to be four main, sometimes overlapping, bodies of work that influence the 
existing literature. Firstly, there are those that draw on the work of Hamilton (1981), and secondly, 
those referencing the work of Malin et al. (1996). Then there are those drawing on Nelson and 
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Allison (2000). The fourth body of work has referenced Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi Aboriginal 
Corporation (Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001), Warriki Jarrinjaku Aboriginal Child Rearing 
Strategy ACRS Project team (ACRS, 2002) and Priest et al. (2008), the latter an article 
summarising their ACRS (2002) report. Lastly there are works that have drawn upon a combination 
of these four works.  
Prior to these studies, Malinowksi (1913) wrote on various aspects of Aboriginal family life. 
Malinowski’s (1913) work was a collection of observations of Aboriginal families at a time when to 
be Aboriginal was to be subject to harsh oppression and control, where Aboriginal families were 
removed from their traditional lands and impacted on by the onset of colonised rule and imposed 
law. This is important, as it will provide a reference point in unwrapping our understandings of 
Aboriginal child rearing and its development over time.  
Hamilton (1981) is widely known and referenced in the literature reviewed here. She 
conducted an ethnographic study with the Anbarra people in the Northern Territory and identified 
key aspects that highlighted a unique style of child rearing. Kearins, (1984) one of authors drawing 
on Hamilton, produced a short article centred on guiding teachers’ understandings of working with 
Aboriginal children. However, she made some salient observations whereby Aboriginal infants and 
children were recognised as autonomous. Their independence was encouraged by non-intrusive 
indirect supervision so as not to detract from their development, with children able to exercise 
choice and control over their activities.   
Malin (1989) produced a doctoral study of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal families in 
Adelaide and highlighted aspects of difference between these two groups. Malin’s (1989) study 
provides a view of urban child rearing at that time. Malin et al. (1996) is a summary of this work 
and points out some differences between Aboriginal and non-Indigenous child rearing practices. 
The work of Malinowski, Hamilton and Malin is analysed in greater detail in Chapter Four, as part 
of the content analysis of literature that informed the methodology for the thesis. 
Walker (1993b) wrote a reflection of meanings of kinship and family for Aboriginal 
families. Atkinson and Swain (1999), however, reported on a case study. This is one of the first 
works to introduce the concept of multiple mothering and will be important as we unpack the 
literature. It is from this point forward that some cumulative errors have become embedded in what 
we know of Aboriginal parenting. Given the impact on negative mythologies of Aboriginal 
families, these errors need redress and will be highlighted as we progress into the following 
literature. 
Nelson and Allison (2000) described results from a study where they observed three parents 
in a kindergarten setting and conducted a focus group. From this small study they outlined what 
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they identified as key values of Aboriginal parents, namely, survival, safety, social relationships, 
esteem, cognitive needs and self-actualisation, based largely on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
(Maslow, 1943). This study drew largely on the literature of Aboriginal health and education. Malin 
(1989) who wrote a significant thesis on education, along with Hamilton (1981) were not sources 
for their work, nor was most of the literature in this review that was available at that time. 
The ACRS (2002) report was sponsored by Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi Wiimaku, an 
important point to note, as the authors reference their own previous work (Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi, 2001) extensively throughout the document. Also of note is the article by Priest et al. 
(2008), which is a summary of these two works, and these documents are now further explored. 
The ACRS (2002) report elaborated on the principles first described in Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001). These were regional cultural concepts identified by ACRS (2002) specific to the 
Central and Western Desert regions that informed child rearing practice, including Tjukurrpa – 
dreaming; Walytja – family; Ngurra – home; and Kanyini – holding together.  
The Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) publication explored the use of urban non-
Indigenous childcare models and the application of these in remote areas. Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) is a report on the voices of the Waltja Child Care Steering Committee, The 
method used is the provision of a summary of the steering committee’s activities and discussions 
held during 2000, and concludes with three family case studies. The three case studies each report 
on a home visit and secondly an afternoon bush trip. The interviews within the case studies were 
presented as commentary from participants and included the roles of mothers in caring for their 
children, and being the primary caregiver as well as secure base for each child.  It is within this 
report that the idea of multiple mothering and shared breastfeeding appears: “…sometimes another 
mother will breast-feed a relation’s baby” (Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001, p. 9). However, this 
single-line comment is neither referenced nor linked to other evidence throughout the document, 
such as the social impacts of shared breastfeeding. Mothers are referred to as the primary caregivers 
in the three case studies and other examples provided. Nonetheless, this report tells an important 
story of differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of child rearing.  
Yeo (2003), draws on Malin et al. (1996), Ralph (1998) and literature around child 
development, and is also one of the pieces that drew on Malin et al. (1996) at the exclusion of 
Malin’s (1989) doctoral thesis. Yeo (2003) presented a combined literature review with some data 
inferred from work with the local Aboriginal community in the Nepean area in NSW. The research 
methodology, centred around the Aboriginal modality of ‘yarning’, was not described in detail. It 
was therefore difficult to discern if any community members outside of the Aboriginal reference 
group consisting of NSW Government staff were consulted, as theirs were the only voices provided 
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in the article, and this was only for one statement providing a definition of competent persons. This 
leaves some questions about the nature of the research and the conclusions drawn as a result. Yeo’s 
discussion is based largely upon definitions derived from reviewing previous literature, for example 
when Yeo (2003, p. 299) comments on multiple caregivers using the Northern Territory example of 
“iliyatjari”. This is not referenced but is nonetheless used to establish the view that multiple 
attachments are the norm for Aboriginal families, but again is not linked to data researched as part 
of the specific project.  
Yeo (2003) links a child possessing a secure base for exploration with observations that 
Aboriginal children were discouraged from exploration before two years of age. While this is 
already a very generalised observation of childrearing practices, Yeo (2003) attributed this to Malin 
et al. (1997), but it is in fact taken directly from Hamilton (1981), who described this is for safety 
reasons, not as an example of attachment related behaviours. In such ways, it appears that small 
samples of information based on observations by previous writers have been taken out of context, 
and then used often enough that they have now become accepted as factual. This, therefore, creates 
the situation that any extrapolating from Yeo (2003) is problematic, because there are problems 
with the paper’s definitions and evidence, specifically around the evidence for multiple 
attachments. 
The West Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey (WAACHS) is widely recognised as 
seminal work and centres on investigating the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal Children of 
Western Australia (Telethon Kids Institute, 2016). The study focused on characteristics of family 
functioning as a process to “invite further and more detailed studies with more appropriate research 
designs” (Silburn et al., 2006, p. 294). It is described as a comprehensive survey contributing to the 
development of preventative strategies to promote and maintain the social, emotional, academic and 
vocational wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people. The 
population being studied for the WAACHS was specifically Country Noongar, Kullari (Broome); 
Malarabah (Derby); Mulga Malle (Kalgoorlie); Ngarda Ngarli Yarndu (South Headland); Perth 
Noongar (Perth); Warburton (Western Desert); Wunan (Kununurra) and Yamatji (Geraldton) 
(Telethon Kids Institute, 2016).  
The WAACHS report consists of four volumes. Volume One focuses on the physical health 
of Indigenous children; Volume Two looks at their social and emotional wellbeing; Volume Three 
concentrates on educational experiences and Volume Four centres on the role of families. Volumes 
of significance for this research are Volumes Two  (Zubrick et al. 2005) and Four (Silburn et al. 
2006). The age groups for children in the survey results were predominantly 4-17 years of age and 
whilst this does not completely pertain the scope of this study it still provided some key 
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comparative areas of significance regarding Indigenous family functioning and family 
characteristics. 
The WAACHS reports were cross sectional and provided data rather than a deep analysis. It’s 
relevance for this thesis resides in its ability to provide a baseline understanding of family 
characteristics and functioning. 
Silburn et al. (2006) asked parents to match how well statements reflected the way they did 
things in their family on a five-point scale of “not at all, a little, some, quite a lot, very much” (p. 
264). The responses were organised into ratings of poor, fair, good and very good. The areas of 
family functioning measured by the scale were: accord, celebrations; communication; hardiness; 
financial management; leisure activities; acceptance; support network and traditions (Silburn et al., 
2006). 
Some of the characteristics highlighted were that risk for lower family functioning was more 
prevalent when the primary carer was under 19 years of age; there were two or more children in the 
household between 0-3 years old; they had changed housing over the year; overuse of alcohol; they 
experienced sorry business in the last 12 months and had no connection to Aboriginal ceremonies; 
and that children who were breastfed for less than 12 months were more likely to be at risk of 
clinically significant emotional and behavioural difficulties (Zubrick et al., 2005). 
Silburn et al. (2006) identified a strong association between family functioning and children’s 
problems associated with prosocial behaviour for children 4-17 years old. The strength of the 
WAACHS findings from the perspective of this research resides in their identification of factors of 
good family functioning. Specifically, they identified that when a family could save a lot they were 
four times more likely to rate themselves as having ‘good’ family functioning. When there was no 
reported overuse of alcohol they were reported to be twice as likely to be rated within the ‘good’ 
family functioning category. Links with spirituality or religion, or the primary caregiver with 
education of 13 years or more were more likely to be rated with ‘good’ family function that those 
with Year 10 education only. Silburn et al. (2006) also made a connection between children’s diet 
and good family functioning with families meeting three to four of the WAACHS diet indicators 
being more likely to be identified as ‘good’ in family functioning than those only meeting one. Yet 
Zubrick et al. (2005) identified no statistically significant associations in relation to diet. 
The age of the primary caregiver was the factor most closely linked to very good family 
functioning, with the older the caregiver the higher the level of family functioning. Lastly those 
caregivers who had experienced forced separation were also more likely to be leading a family with 
good family functioning. This was not extrapolated or further explained by Silburn et al. (2006). 
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Silburn et al. (2006) identified some key recommendations that are of significance for this 
study and will be further elaborated in the discussion section of this thesis (Chapter 9). Some of 
these summary recommendations for working with Indigenous families included that programs 
should aim to ensure they build capacity in families and communities with Aboriginal children; are 
human-capital focused by ensuring programs are designed with this in mind; and are based on 
evidence and expand human capability. The greatest benefit was most likely to be apparent when 
programs simultaneously target both the child and the parent (Silburn et al., 2006). Silburn et al. 
(2006) also argued that any programs for parents needed to ensure they provide specific training 
(parenting, educational and vocational) to the parent. Further, attendance at early childhood 
education was an important strategy in promoting positive outcomes for children. Silburn et al. 
(2006) note that attendance at early learning childcare and kindergarten was low, attributing this to 
parent’s low satisfaction with the services, and that this needed to be addressed (Silburn et al., 
2006). 
Penman (2006) provided a literature review around the growing up of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children, specifically drawing on the works of ACRS (2002), Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001), Malin et al. (1996), HREOC, (1997) and Zubrick et al. (2004). Notably absent 
within this literature review was Hamilton (1981), Nelson and Allison (2000), Kearins (1984) and 
Malinowski (1913), the latter being one of the first studies of Aboriginal parenting.  
Penman commented that households can extend beyond more than a single dwelling (Daly 
& Smith 1999) a fact also identified by both Babidge (2010) and Sutton (1998). Penman (2006) has 
drawn heavily from the ACRS (2002) literature review of child rearing practices and apparently not 
from any independent data sources. Penman (2006) further contributed to thoughts on multiple 
caregiving by explaining the key caregiving role as one spread over more family members than in a 
non-Indigenous family, rendering the “notion of a single primary caregiver meaningless” (Penman, 
2006, p 9). Penman (2006) does highlight that traditional practices are more likely to be employed 
in remote communities and can operate as protective factors. However, little detail or clarity was 
provided regarding what traditional practices actually were. 
Jewell (2008) conducted a study with the Martu of the central Australian desert region and 
their childrearing over time since colonisation. Jewell’s (2008) sources were predominantly the 
ACRS (2002) report and international literature on worldview, beliefs and values of Indigenous 
peoples. This study is focused on the philosophy of child rearing and the impacts since colonisation, 
and does not go into detail regarding specific child rearing actions and characteristics. 
Walker and Shepherd (2008) authored a briefing paper through the Australian Family 
Relationships Clearinghouse (AFRC), commenting on what works in strengthening Aboriginal 
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family functioning. Once again this is informed by a review of the available literature, relying 
heavily on the findings of Silburn et al. (2006; 1996), Zubrick, Williams, Silburn, and Vimpani 
(2000) and Zubrick et al. (2005). Notably, in discussing good Aboriginal family functioning, the 
work of Kolar and Soriano (2000) is drawn upon. This is problematic as Kolar and Soriano (2000) 
compared Torres Strait Islander families with Vietnamese families, both recognised as totally 
different cultural groups from Aboriginal families. One of the factors Walker and Shepherd (2008) 
identified for family functioning, namely parenting quality, was listed, however no detail regarding 
what this resembled was available. 
Ryan (2011) provides a literature review of Aboriginal parenting that draws on the ACRS 
report (2002), Yeo (2003), Atkinson and Swain (1999), Malin et al. (1996) and Hamilton (1981). 
As such it represents a study that draws on an overlapping combination of the four bodies of 
literature identified and presents a somewhat confusing picture of its dimensions. Firstly, Ryan 
(2011) questions the relevance of attachment theory in relation to Aboriginal cultures, citing both 
Yeo’s (2003) article on families from the Hunter region in New South Wales, and Atkinson and 
Swain’s (1999) paper on Victorian Koori communities. However, in critiquing Yeo (2003) and 
Atkinson and Swain (1999) there is some contentious use of data. Ryan (2011) specifically draws 
the inference, from both sources, that Aboriginal infants and children may have multiple female 
attachment figures, and draws on Hamilton (1981) as saying other individuals still play a central 
role in caring for their children. Whilst this is evident in many Aboriginal communities, and it is 
true that Yeo (2003) does comment on attachment and bonding, and specifically refers to aspects of 
multiple parenting as a feature of Aboriginal families, She actually drew on a paper by Ralph 
(1998) as the evidence to support this claim as a characteristic of direct relevance to Australian 
Aboriginal families. That is, Yeo provides little evidence in support of these conclusions. Ralph’s 
(1998) paper likewise identifies multiple serial attachments as the norm for many Indigenous 
cultures worldwide, and cites Walter, Isenegger and Bala (1995) in support of this claim. 
Investigation of the Walter et al. (1995) article reveals the data is somewhat different from what is 
claimed, having instead as its central context a more general commentary on the best interests of 
children in Canadian child protection proceedings. It does not specifically refer to Aboriginal 
communities, Australian or otherwise, instead stating generically that “for some children, multiple 
serial attachments are the norm and not necessarily harmful” (Walter et al., 1995, p 417). 
Further, Ryan (2011) draws on Atkinson and Swain’s (1999) assertion of the presence of 
multiple mothering as an Indigenous norm. Atkinson and Swain (1999) were citing Walker (1993b) 
and Bourke and Bourke (1995), to contend that the presence of kinship systems and extended 
family would equate to multiple mothering. This was not linked to any of their findings from the 
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interviews by Atkinson and Swain (1999) and was identified without any clear supporting evidence. 
Conversely, Walker (1993b) does make reference to traditional Aboriginal family structures, but 
does not identify multiple mothers and fathers as Atkinson and Swain (1999) assert. Bourke and 
Bourke (1995) have further been referenced by Atkinson and Swain (1999) by linking the history 
and use of supportive classificatory relationships as evidence of multiple mothering. Hamilton’s 
(1981) findings indicated the difference between classificatory relationships and caring 
relationships, specifically that whilst: 
  
…it has been suggested that in societies where several women care for a child 
it forms a number of diffuse attachments rather than an exclusive bond with its 
mother (see Mead 1962, p. 45). This is not quite the case for the Anbarra. 
Although many women apart from the mother may care for the baby, there is 
no doubt that the real mother is the most important person in its life. She holds 
and carries it more often than anyone else, sleeps next to it, and is the only one 
who feeds it. (p. 31) 
  
This is in direct contrast to Atkinson and Swain (1999), Ryan (2011), Yeo (2003), and 
Walker’s (1993b) observations on multiple parenting and mothering within Aboriginal families, 
even though one of the primary sources for these works. 
Ryan (2011) further attributes to Malin et al. (1996) the notion that children under two years 
of age were discouraged from exploration and carried rather than allowed to walk. However, this is 
also problematic, as Malin et al. (1996) did not comment on this and it would appear that it is 
originally from Hamilton (1981, p 48). Whilst Hamilton (1981) did capture this as an Anbarra 
infant characteristic, both Hamilton (1981) and Kruske et al. (2012) also attributed this behaviour to 
caring for the safety of children living in remote camps where there could be dangerous objects 
nearby.  
Ryan (2011), supported by Yeo (2003), also concluded that because older children were 
expected to look out for younger children, they may act as the secure base for younger children.  
This too, is problematic, as Hamilton (1981) actually found that whilst older children engage in 
direct play with younger ones, the young ones were taken back to their primary carer when 
inconsolable or upset, evidence that this was more about the ‘kid’ mob or peer group taking a role 
in peer-based relationships rather than acting as caregivers. Ryan (2011) ultimately presents the 
argument that Aboriginal parenting continues to be based on traditional practices, however few of 
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her cited examples go into any depth or provide clarity as to the specifics of these practices, and 
hinge on motherhood statements that traditional practices continue. 
Heath et al. (2011) also presented a review of the literature, reiterating Nelson and Allison’s 
(2000) findings around independence of children, identification with land and importance of 
kinship, along with Penman’s (2006) comments of an anticipatory style of parenting regarded as 
meeting a child’s needs before they are activated. Heath et al. (2011) attributed to Nelson and 
Allison (2000) the concept of Aboriginal parents knowing intuitively what to do, however, there 
was no supporting evidence within Nelson and Allison’s (2000) paper to corroborate this. 
In contrast to these previous studies, Geia’s (2012) formative study of child rearing in the 
Palm Island community consisted of focused interviews with three living generations of five Murri 
families, recording their family stories and focusing on describing the strengths of their parenting 
and childrearing practices. Geia (2012) drew on seminal ethnographic studies of Kearins (1984), 
McConnel (1933/1934), Von sturmer (1980) and Hamilton (1981), then on the article of Malin et al. 
(1996) also notably at the exclusion of her PhD thesis (Malin (1989). Geia (2012) also drew on the 
works of Shaw (2002), Jewell (2008), and Penman (2006) where she referenced the WAACHS 
reports, however did not include the latter in her work. Lastly, Geia (2012) included the works of 
Long and Septhon (2011) and Kruske et al. (2012).  
Geia (2012) provided a positive insight into aspects of child rearing and how they have been 
passed down through generations, where childcare is recognised as relational, with each person 
playing a role. Geia (2012) spoke of the complex relationships of Bwgcolman family structure, and 
the embedding of grandmothers and aunties within the family structure. 
Geia (2012), a Bwgcolman woman herself, identifies clearly that Aboriginal childrearing is 
not homogenous although there are some child rearing practices that are shared. The family was 
identified as the primary unit for providing care for children (Geia, 2012, p. 248). Geia (2012) made 
reference to child rearing taking place in a “descending generational family relationship” with 
support extending outside the birth family (p. 266). Women were identified as the primary 
caregivers; Geia (2012) commented that culturally, child rearing was seen as “women’s business 
until children reached the age where specific gender educations came into effect” (p. 266).  
Kinship for children and families was established through family structures that enabled a  
close relationship through life. Geia (2012) describes the Bwgcolman family as the holding circle 
for child rearing, with the child socialised to their place within their family through formal and 
informal interactions. This place is taught from birth with relatives talking each child through their 
place within the family relationships (241).  
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The role of fathers was described, however this was a limitation as no men were involved in 
the study. Geia’s data was gleaned from female participant reflections and stories. What they 
identified was that men had a role specifically in relation to guiding boys through to adulthood and 
that they had a different way of being with younger children. They were gentler with children, with 
grandfathers using body stance or whistling to correct behaviours, with some men resorting to 
physical discipline and the assigning of work tasks (Geia, 2012, p. 270). Their teaching style was 
one of having fun, playing and entertainment. 
Discipline was enacted through two tiers, firstly in the family home and then in the wider 
community, as a combination of child protection and social behaviour management. Geia (2012) 
commented that the community would discipline children, however there was little detail on what 
brought them to discipline a child and how they would enact these behaviours. Rather, the 
community’s role was one of providing discipline, group supervision and support. The importance 
of grandparents was a central aspect in learning how to parent, as featured in reflections of families 
with each likely to adopt the parenting practices of their grandparents. 
Kruske et al. (2012) completed observations and interviews with 15 mothers from two 
Northern Territory Aboriginal communities after the birth of their child to 12 months of age. 
Kruske et al. (2012) presented the results of interview data aligned with some observations 
influenced by parent self-report; further, they lean on the findings of Malin et al. (1996), Priest et al. 
(2008), Yeo (2003), Hamilton (1981) and Berndt and Berndt (1983). Whilst this appears to be a 
robust analysis of observations and findings related to Aboriginal child rearing, the study’s 
limitations require closer scrutiny. Firstly, the methodology outlines the use of interviews to capture 
child rearing knowledge, but acknowledges that “young mothers (under 20) were typically quiet 
during interview discussions” (Kruske et al., 2012, p. 778), and would defer to older women, fathers 
and grandmothers who were also in attendance. The study also highlights Kruske et al.’s (2012) 
observations of babies up to their first birthday, equating to the considerable period of 125 days of 
field time. This approximates to 8 days of observation per family, however it is difficult to 
determine the length of time spent with each family from the information provided, and how 
equitably it occurred across the families as this is not specified. Kruske et al. (2012) identified their 
focus as observing infants in their community, health centres and at their homes, and interviewing 
families with the aim of exploring the family’s view of each child’s growth and development. 
Specific detail of the observation schedule with each family is not provided. However, some of the 
key findings presented are the presence of co-sleeping as a preference for mothers, the prevalence 
of breastfeeding for the majority of children in their first year, the maintenance of proximity with 
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their mothers, hence their identification as primary caregivers, and pride in their children attaining 
developmental milestones, including verbal development (Kruske et al., 2012). 
Lohoar et al. (2014) provided a review of the literature on Aboriginal parenting practices, 
and compared this to focus groups they conducted with Aboriginal families. While they noted the 
centrality of kinship in defining the household and discussed the strengths of Aboriginal parenting, 
they did not, however, connect with the depth of data in Malin et al. (1996) and Hamilton (1981). 
The question of Aboriginal families as collectivist cultural groups was raised, and Yeo (2003) was 
cited specifically regarding the impact on child rearing, as well as the proposal that the collective 
approach to raising children was embedded in traditional Aboriginal culture. The authors see raising 
children as the responsibility of all community members, but no data were presented regarding what 
this meant or how it occurred.  
The Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC) has authored 
summary reports on aspects of child rearing for Indigenous communities, as seen in their reports: 
Growing up our way: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Practices Matrix (SNAICC, 2011) and 
the Indigenous Parenting Project Main Report (SNAICC, 2004), the latter of which is a review of 
similar literature captured in this chapter, however does not include Nelson and Allison (2000), 
Penman (2006), and Atkinson and Swain (1999). Their review serves different purposes to this 
thesis and does not locate the issues within the existing literature as this chapter has. Nevertheless, 
it provides a summary of some of the main authors’ commentary on Indigenous child rearing. 
Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children (LSIC) established in 
2008 is an annual national survey managed by the Australian government, with the intent to 
formulate an understanding of what happens for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
during childhood, and the implications this experience has on their later life. The study focuses on 
the areas of social, emotional, educational and developmental outcomes experienced by Indigenous 
children in the target sample areas (Bennetts Kneebone, Christelow, Neuendorf & Skelton (2012). 
In each of the reports it is made clear by the authors that it is written by non-Indigenous 
analysts within the funding department, and is a “descriptive analysis of the data on a broad range 
of subjects” (DFAHCSIA, 2012, p. 6). This means that it only “skims the surface of the potential 
research that is possible” (DFAHCSIA, 2012, p. 7). 
Bennetts Kneebone et al. (2012) in their article describing the Footprints in Time series, 
identified that data was collected using face-to-face computer-assisted personal interviews (CAPI), 
usually with the primary carer, in most cases identified as the mother. Direct assessments of the 
participating children were undertaken, consisting of vocabulary and school readiness measures, 
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height and weight. The sites chosen consisted of 11 locations around Australia that reflected the 
distribution of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population. 
The Footprints in Time series is acknowledged to be seminal work and the findings of 
relevance to this thesis are summarised in this section. As the majority of data was collected from 
measures using self reporting as a feature, it is made clear in the Wave Five report from 2015 that 
abstract concepts are difficult to measure and that different cultures may vary in their tendency 
towards naysaying (Hofstede, 1980 in DSS, 2015). That is, a respondent may be likely to select a 
response in one area of a scale and not in another, and this may have been the case for Indigenous 
parents (DSS, 2015). 
Throughout the volumes of Footprints in Time that specifically dealt with the age group 0 - 4 
years of age (2009, 2011, 2013), rearing children was analysed through the categories of maternal 
health, antenatal check-ups, birth weight, gestation, nutrition, hospitalisations, dental health, 
language development and sleep. 
In Wave 1, childcare was categorised by parents as being whoever looked after their children 
when they were unable, with most respondents identifying the other parent, followed by the 
grandparent, then other family members (DFAHCSIA, 2009). Wave 3 further identified that 27 
percent of the young child cohort eligible to attend early education were attending playgroup or 
another similar group (DFAHCSIA, 2012). 
Family life descriptions were confined to finances, financial stress, and living as a family, 
including fathers’ time spent with children. This was measured by how often they engaged in a 
range of play, social, learning and personal care activities with their children. Footprints in Time – 
Wave 4 found that fathers were actively involved in playing with their child most days, with fathers 
of older children less likely to do so due to the child self-selecting their peer groups and activities. It 
also identified that mothers and fathers were likely to undertake differing activities, with mothers 
doing more of the everyday personal care tasks  (DFAHCSIA, 2013). 
 Family characteristics from Waves 3 and 4 identified high level interactions between family 
and their children however did not rate the interactions and role of peers in the child’s life. The 
Footprints in Time - Wave 3 Summary also made it clear that “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
families are not homogenous; their structure and composition varies greatly, especially across 
different geographical locations” (DFAHCSIA, 2012, p. 30). 
The Footprints in Time - Wave 5 Key Summary Report did not include an interview variable to 
identify whether primary caregivers receive help and support from relatives and family and friends. 
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It included use of the Strong Souls2 measure (Thomas, 2010), but this did not provide depth of 
responses, and instead the authors drew on Heath et al. (2011), a paper that also relied heavily on 
secondary data (DSS, 2015). However, in the Footprints in Time - Wave 1 Summary the authors did 
provide comments about family support and its role in child rearing. This revealed “around 71 per 
cent of parents said that they have a strong family who help each other ‘always’, with a further 13 
per cent of parents saying that their family helps each other ‘most times’” (DFAHCSIA, 2009, p. 
42). 
The presence of a key person who children could go to in time of need was clear in the 
Footprints in Time Wave 5 Report, with the mother identified as the person children would most 
likely go to with a problem, followed by the grandmother (DSS, 2015). This also played out in the 
aspects of where parents would go for advice. Parents mostly sought advice from family living 
elsewhere. The next most frequently reported source of advice or information was ‘nowhere, self-
taught, learning from experience’ (34 per cent), followed by doctors (25 per cent) (DFAHCSIA, 
2009). 
Child development was informed by comparing each child’s ability to perform 
developmental tasks ranging from telling the time to tying a bow. This may be problematic as 
depending on relative isolation, the importance of those skills may diminish in return for skills of 
differing cultural importance. 
Language was an area that was identified across Wave 1 and 3 data and highlighted some 
characteristics for Indigenous children. Most parents were unconcerned with their child’s language 
and development (DFAHCSIA, 2009, 2013). Bavin (1995) identified that in cross cultural studies, 
children of parents who did not make attempts to correct their grammar still obtained similar 
language development as those who were corrected regularly.  
Children learn from play and it informed the development of social, emotional and physical 
skills through play with parents and other family members (DFAHCSIA, 2013 - Wave 4). The 
majority of families were involved in play with their children, however once a child started school 
their social world expanded and they would play less with parents (DFAHCSIA, 2013). Outdoor 
play featured as much as indoor play did (DFAHCSIA, 2013; DSS, 2015). 
Sleep routines used by parents were captured in the data. However, mostly parents identified 
that they had a routine, and this differed from bedtime routines: parents said they had a bedtime 
routine which included a bedtime, dinner, bath/shower/brush teeth, watching television, reading a 
                                                
2 Strong Souls (Thomas et al. 2010) is an Indigenous-focused scale measure of cultural, social and personal 
resilience (DSS, 2015, p. 23). 
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book or telling a story. The most common activity was watching TV, some had a story before 
bedtime, or Dad lies in bed with the child until he goes to sleep (DFAHCSIA, 2013). 
Parental warmth was identified by parents’ self reported occurrences of hugging their 
children, or telling them how pleased they were, with very few using smacking to manage 
behaviours, opting instead for verbal controls as their primary mechanism (DFAHCSIA, 2009; 
2012). 
Parental values was an element of Wave 5 findings and included that those most important to 
parents consisted of tolerance and respect for others, independence, responsibility, hard work and 
unselfishness. While no definition was provided for these, nor how they were taught, it was 
suggested these values may be an important aspect of Indigenous child rearing. 
Similarly to ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Kruske et al. (2012), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), these are seminal and valuable works in their own right and stand 
alone in their research integrity. The Footprints in Time series informs and provides a framework 
for relevancy to their topic nationally, yet still retains their value for the communities within which 
their research is centred. 
The critique of the literature developed here includes some important and informative key 
works, and identified a number in which cumulative errors appear to result in some typical myths 
being repeated without question, highlighting the critical need for researchers to carry out 
methodical research, sourcing original data where possible, and checking sources carefully when 
reviewing previous studies.  Specifically, the acceptance that multiple mothering is a key feature of 
Aboriginal child rearing rather than an artefact of social structures, the reluctance to allow young 
children to build on their developing physical skills and the role of the peer group as a secure base 
that replaces or acts as a substitute for parents, even the very fact that neglect of children is now an 
accepted view of Aboriginal life and is a cultural norm, is contestable. These all play a role in how 
outside observers make judgements about Aboriginal families. 
Some of these taken-for-granted assumptions that re-occur in child protection regimes can 
be attributed to poor understanding of the realities of Aboriginal parenting practices, and as this 
thesis will demonstrate, there is little reason to believe that Aboriginal parents are inherently 
neglectful or do not form strong bonds with their children. As the idea that the ability for care givers 
and infants to form strong attachments is central to child rearing, the following section will briefly 
outline key literature highlighting this importance.   
2.6 Attachment 
Bowlby (1969) was accredited with establishing attachment as a key theory regarding 
parenting, and defined it as a strong disposition of children to seek proximity and contact with a 
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specific regular figure, which they will do during certain periods of success, fear, illness or fatigue. 
Ainsworth, also a well-known proponent of attachment theory, defined it similarly as an 
“affectional tie that one person forms to another specific person, binding them together in space and 
enduring over time” (Ainsworth, 1969, p. 1).  
Over the last 20 years, attachment theory has grown to exert significant influence over social 
and behavioural science-related fields (Wylie & Turner, 2011), especially in the field of child 
welfare (Centre for Parenting Research, 2006). The field of psychology has moved through 
differing approaches, such as the dominance of behavioural models in the 1960s and 1970s, and 
cognitive models in the 1980s and 1990s. Now, affect and psychological processes are at the 
forefront through the study of emotion, psychobiology and relationships, and the lens of attachment 
theory has transformed neuroscience and psychobiology (Shore, 2009). 
Integration between attachment theory and knowledge of brain science has developed into 
the field of interpersonal neurobiology, based on understandings of how social relationships shape 
brain development and how we adapt to psychological stressors from an early age (Wylie & Turner, 
2011). At the core of interpersonal neurobiology is how neural systems organise emotion, 
attachment, attunement, social communication and relatedness (Cozolino, 2014). The role of 
attachment is of specific importance due to the causal link between interpersonal experiences and 
biological growth, the impact of which seems greatest when an infant is developing their neural 
infrastructure (Cozolino, 2014). This identifies social interactions as the basis of brain growth 
regulation and health (Cozolino, 2014). Shore (2009) identifies this link between attachment and 
interpersonal neurobiology as one located as a right brain activity that can alter brain development 
and other activity. The importance of this is central to the influence of attachment theory on how 
decisions are made in the child protection contexts (Goldsmith, Oppenheim, & Wanlass, 2004). 
Attachment theory is accepted as central to early bonding experiences and adult psychological 
wellbeing (Perry, 2001; Wylie & Turner, 2011). Further, it is recognised as a theoretical perspective 
employed in decision making regarding the secure attachment and emotional connection between 
the infant and primary caregiver (Shore, 2009).  The following discussion considers some of the key 
sub-themes from the above literature that pertain to the idea of Aboriginal child rearing. This will 
touch on Aboriginal attachment, Indigenous child development, behaviour controls and discipline, 
the role of grandmothers and the influence and understanding of kinship.  
2.7 Aboriginal Attachment 
Aboriginal attachment as a theme garnered significant attention, with some authors 
suggesting that children experience many mothers and hence develop multiple attachments 
(Atkinson & Swain, 1999; Heath et al., 2011; Penman, 2006; Priest et al., 2008; Ryan, 2011; Waltja 
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Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2002; Yeo, 2003), whilst others described shared care and collectivist 
approaches (Lohoar et al., 2014). The relevance of attachment theory to Canadian Indigenous 
populations was questioned by Neckoway, Brownlee, and Castellan (2007). Other writers have 
discussed the primacy of the mother as the attachment figure for Aboriginal children (DSS, 2015; 
Geia, 2012; Kruske et al., 2012; Malin et al., 1996; Hamilton, 1981). This was challenged by some 
authors proposing the existence of multiple attachments and the role of children as caregivers for 
those younger than them such as ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008), Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi 
(2001) and Yeo (2003). As previously noted, Yeo (2003), for example, stated that older children 
acted as the secure base and contributed to multiple attachments, whilst Hamilton (1981) observed 
children to act rather as supports for younger children; each older child would return the younger 
child to their mother if they were upset or hurt, thus contradicting Yeo’s (2003) interpretation. 
These ideas all bear on childhood development in the Indigenous context. 
2.8 Indigenous Child Development  
When discussing child development, some authors noted that although children develop 
well physically, they were prevented from using newly formed skills (Ryan, 2011; ACRS, 2002; 
Yeo, 2003). Both Hamilton (1981) and Kruske et al. (2012) provide a rationale for this, noting that 
the reason children are prevented from crawling around is because their environment is risky 
because of bugs, animals and possibly dangerous items. In essence parents are acting protectively 
by restricting children under two years of age from physically engaging in a risky environment. 
Contrary to mainstream expectations, the child’s age was not considered a marker for stages of 
development, with most authors seeing the child as developing in their own time. Children were not 
compared with each other or challenged to keep up with those of a similar age (ACRS, 2002; 
Hamilton, 1981; Kruske et al., 2012; Malin et al., 1996; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). This 
differed somewhat in the Footprints in Time reports where child development was measured against 
a child’s ability to tie a bow or tell the time (DSS, 2015). A question arises as to the relevance of 
Western notions being used to classify Indigenous child development, especially in areas where the 
importance of skills such as these may be lower or negligible compared to urban settings. Children 
were encouraged to be independent in exploration (Hamilton, 1981) and were given freedom to 
choose or demand what they wanted (Kruske et al., 2012; Penman, 2006; Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi, 2001), with little or no adult intrusion into child-led activities, with play and exploration 
centred on a child’s choices (ACRS, 2002; Hamilton, 1981; Malin et al., 1996; Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi, 2001).  
Numerous authors comment on the existence of traditional child rearing practices (Geia, 
2012; Kruske et al., 2012; Muir & Bohr, 2014; Penman, 2006; Ryan, 2011) without providing detail 
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of what this might be, whilst others also commented that there is no single set of parenting practices 
within Aboriginal Australia (DSS, 2015; Geia, 2012; Heath et al., 2011). What is clear, however, is 
that more needs to be achieved in establishing clarity about Aboriginal child rearing, and in a 
manner that is factual, independent of opinion and based in rigorous research. To this end, this 
study specifically looks at key studies, namely, Malinowski (1913), Hamilton (1981), and Malin 
(1989), along with the studies of ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) for the 
Australian Central and Western Desert regions, Geia’s (2012) study of Palm Island communities, 
Kruske et al. (2012) from Northern Australia, the WAACHS studies of Silburn et al. (2006) and 
Zubrick et al. (2005), and the National Footprints in Time series (2009-2015). 
These studies are seen as key sources because Malinowski (1913) presents the earliest 
account of observations of Aboriginal family life, Hamilton (1981) provides an ethnographic study 
of a specific community, and Malin (1989) presents a comparative approach for understanding 
urban Aboriginal families from South Australia. Hamilton’s (1981), Malin’s (1989) and 
Malinowski’s (1913) studies of Aboriginal family life are outside the usual body of literature that 
health, human service, social work, nursing, psychology and child protection commonly refer to. As 
an anthropologist, Hamilton’s (1981) study was completely ethnographic and committed to her field 
of study, but has clearly been misinterpreted in some instances, as evidenced in Ryan (2011), and 
not used at all by others (Heath et al., 2011; Penman, 2006; Walker & Shepherd, 2008; Yeo, 2003). 
A detailed reading reveals that Hamilton’s (1981) work has not been widely read or read well 
enough. 
Similarly, Malin’s (1989) doctoral study seems to be completely unknown in the literature, 
and it was not sourced in many of the research sources reviewed for this thesis. While it provides an 
intimate view of Aboriginal family life in Adelaide, the more popularly cited work by Malin is her 
published paper, which summarises some of her doctoral study findings (Malin et al., 1996). 
Malinowski’s (1913) work provides a collation of observations by early settlers with 
Malinowski’s own interpretations, and provides an insight into Aboriginal parenting at an early 
point of Aboriginal life being impacted by colonial pressures, yet still retains a sense of 
contemporaneous Aboriginal family life and society.  The other works noted as key studies to this 
thesis provide breadth of interpretation such as Footprints in Time (DFAHCSIA, 2009-2013; DSS, 
2015), comparative data from geographically specific regions (ACRS, 2002; Geia, 2012; Zubrick et 
al., 2005; Silburn et al., 2006; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001), detail of social and cultural 
practices (Geia, 2012), and a more recent window on interpretations and understandings of 
Aboriginal childrearing. The authors listed above have all worked with or observed Aboriginal 
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parents and provided data based on self-reports, observations and understandings from within the 
communities of their respective studies. 
2.9 Behaviour Controls and Discipline 
Some recent authors discussed the use of fear and stories as behavioural controls (ACRS, 
2002; Lohoar et al., 2014; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001), whilst others were unable to provide 
specific information on controls used to enforce preferred behaviours, noting instead that 
behavioural control was achieved through indirect methods (Heath et al., 2011). When discussing 
discipline, ACRS (2002) similarly outlined it as different from non-Indigenous family practices, 
however failed to provide any clear examples, whereas Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) 
discussed the absence of smacking, hitting and isolating, yet provided no clarity about what took 
place within Aboriginal families. Geia (2012) commented that there were two tiers to discipline 
separated between family and wider community and that the community could play a role in 
disciplining a child to guide social behaviour management. However again there was little detail on 
which aspects of child actions brought about the need to discipline and how this would take place. 
The use of motherhood statements or generalisations has prevailed in the literature when 
commenting on traditional Aboriginal child rearing and I would argue that it remains a significant 
gap in the literature. 
2.10 Grandmother Role 
Grandparents were identified as occupying an important role in child development. This was 
primarily through responsibility in teaching and transmitting culture, tradition, discipline, skills and 
morals (ACRS, 2002; Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981; Heath et al., 2011; Lohoar et al., 2014; Priest et 
al., 2008; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). Grandmothers were also identified as maintaining the 
standards of care provided by parents (Lohoar et al., 2014), along with at times taking over when 
parents were unable to provide care for their children (Geia, 2012) 
Grandmothers in particular were the locus of support and guidance for parents, with the 
mother being identified as the main carer and grandmothers supporting them to manage in this role 
(Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981; Heath et al., 2011; Lohoar et al., 2014). Geia (2012) identified 
mothers as most likely to adopt the parenting practices of their grandmothers. The safety of children 
was also a shared responsibility of extended family members, with grandparents and extended 
family acting as agents to ensure parents were supported to provide the most effective nurturing 
environment (Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981; Heath et al., 2011; Lohoar et al., 2014). 
The role of grandmothers has changed from one of authority and direction over the family to 
one of structural significance as found by Sutton (1998), with strong ties between grandmothers, 
mothers and children established through identification of kinship networks and grandmothers’ 
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patterns of gentleness with their children (Babidge, 2010; Bourke, 1993; Hamilton, 1981). This was 
seen as important, as the grandmothers were identified as the next line of protection for children in 
most studies (Bourke, 1993; Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981; Heath et al., 2011; Kruske et al., 2012; 
Lohoar et al., 2014).  
Some studies also highlighted the prevalence of grandmothers acting in the caring role. This 
was in response to times when the mother was away in the short term, or children were unable to be 
cared for by biological parents due to work requirements. In these instances, grandmothers would 
care for their grandchildren in place of their parents (Bowes & Grace, 2014; Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 
1981; Penman, 2006). 
2.11 Kinship 
Kinship is an area that was widely commented on by many authors discussing Aboriginal 
parenting with, at times, some possible confusion regarding parenting roles versus kinship 
classifications. Some authors identified extended families as the norm for Indigenous communities 
with households consisting of multi-family, multi-generational kinship groups (Daly & Smith 1999; 
2003; Lohoar et al., 2014; Penman, 2006; Smith, 2000). These authors echo the findings of Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) that families shared care of children based on these extended family 
and multi-generational groups. This developed as a form of family support for parents rather than 
shared parenting, wherein grandmothers assisted with support for parents (Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi, 2001). Contrary to this, the concept of kinship systems as equating to multiple mothering 
with numerous adults called ‘father’ and ‘mother’ was present in the work of Atkinson and Swain 
(1999), Bourke and Bourke (1995), Heath et al. (2011), Ryan (2011) and Walker (1993b). What 
was not linked was the use of classificatory systems based on skin names (Sutton, 1998), or the use 
of these systems as the basis of social relationships, behavioural obligations and who one could 
marry (Edwards, 1988).  These have been recognised as structural arrangements that determine the 
social distance between kin, and should not be understood primarily as caregiving relationships, 
with some diversity of these arrangements across the country. Cox (2000), cited in Heath et al. 
(2011), further commented on this, saying that in some areas men were designated as mothers and 
women as fathers when commenting on putative kinship networks, which arguably remains as a 
classificatory method of locating kinship and social organisation. What remains intact however is 
the primary and central role of kin for Aboriginal families (ACRS, 2002; Geia, 2012; Kruske et al., 
2012; Penman, 2006; Ryan, 2011; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). 
2.12 Conclusion 
It is clear that Aboriginal families are over-represented in Australia’s child protection 
system. What this literature review has highlighted is that there is still a long way to go to establish 
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a clear understanding of Aboriginal child rearing, especially given that notions of parenting have 
changed over time. With the increased professionalisation of parenting assessments, the absence or 
reluctance to investigate, firstly, cultural bias in viewing parenting outside our own experience and, 
secondly, a failure to identify the significant positive factors associated with Aboriginal child 
rearing, will do nothing but ensure a continued increase in Aboriginal children entering statutory 
care. 
Some literature exists that highlights positive aspects of Aboriginal child rearing, however, 
there is more literature that is deficit-based and deeper investigation is needed to ensure Aboriginal 
child rearing is understood. Significant gaps still remain in our understandings of Aboriginal 
parenting, including the need to establish clarity by detailing key aspects that constitute successful 
Aboriginal child rearing. What follows is an attempt to identify aspects of Aboriginal parenting that 
are related to positive child development.  This commences with a deeper examination of studies 
that describe aspects of traditional Aboriginal child rearing in the form of a content analysis of the 
works identified here as key studies. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
In order to fully explore Aboriginal parenting, information gathered about both historical 
and current Aboriginal child rearing practices informed this study. As already noted, this was 
achieved through combining the qualitative methods of content analysis, focus groups, and an 
ethnographic study of three Brisbane urban Aboriginal families.  
Cultural interpretation is also a major part of this study as it seeks to explore and build an 
understanding of Aboriginal parenting both historically and as currently practiced specifically in an 
urban context. This was achieved through analysing detailed observations, events, behaviours, 
conversations, and actions of research participants, framed by document analysis and Aboriginal 
Elders’ understanding of parenting.  
3.2 Research Design 
The design for this study is unique as it incorporated data collection and analysis in three 
discrete stages. As explained in Chapter One, Stage One involved the identification and analysis of 
three previous studies of Indigenous communities in relation to parenting and child rearing 
behaviours. In Stage Two, a focus group was conducted with Elders from Brisbane as a medium to 
clarify and qualify the key characteristics identified from the content analysis. Commentary from 
the Elders on the relevance of this existing information to present day Aboriginal parenting was 
invited and recorded, and provided the basis for determining whether the identified works were 
acceptable for use in this study. Lastly, guidance was sought from these Elders on areas that could 
provide evidence and insight into the concepts of ‘well-functioning’ and ‘Indigenous parenting’ to 
be considered when observing and interviewing families. The results of Stages One and Two were 
then incorporated to establish a framework against which observations and reflections of current 
parenting practices could be explored. Stage Three centred on an ethnographic study of urban 
Brisbane Aboriginal families. The ethnographic component of the research involved participant 
observation, parent semi-structured interviews and video of parent-child events and interactions. 
Firstly, participant observations and simultaneous parental interviews, responses and reflections 
were captured throughout the observation period. Secondly, in negotiation with parents, the 
participants identified parenting events they were willing to share, and video devices were left with 
them to capture these events. These were then watched together with the researcher prompting and 
capturing parental reflections. Results of all stages of the data collection inform the analysis, as 
does the conceptual framework discussed below. 
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3.3 Conceptual Framework 
A conceptual framework comprises a set of beliefs, values, propositions, assumptions, and 
principles that guides individual understanding of how one functions, and strategies to bring about 
change (Alston & Bowles, 1998; Alston & Bowles, 2003; Shaefor, Horesji, & Horesji, 1994).  
Likewise, the conceptual framework for conducting research consists of the theory, or theories, 
relevant to the phenomena being studied, which informs how observations are translated into 
meaning (Maxwell & Loomis, 2003).  
The conceptual framework thus contributes to making visible those focal areas of interest. 
This thesis will investigate the inherent characteristics of the parenting/child rearing role and 
cultural factors in parenting observed in well-functioning Aboriginal families in Brisbane. The 
analytical framework guiding this investigation is grounded in social constructionism and critical 
theory. In this section I separately discuss each of these approaches followed by an explanation of 
how they will be combined to inform the analysis of the current experiences of Aboriginal parents 
in raising children in the Australian context.  
3.3.1 Social constructionism. 
A social constructionist epistemology is concerned with making clear the premise that 
“everyday life presents itself as reality interpreted by men [sic] and subjectively meaningful to them 
as a coherent world” (Berger & Luckman, 1967, p. 33). Knowledge is not produced through simple 
discovery – knowledge is constructed through making sense of experiences. This involves 
modifying knowledge in the light of new experiences within social and interactive contexts (Burns, 
1997; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 
The basic tenet of social constructionism, according to Berger and Luckman (1967), resides 
in the formulation of reality, namely that ‘reality’ is a socially constructed concept informed by 
individual actions, events, and social activities that join to impact on individual and social life. This 
research is grounded in the social constructionist approach, recognising that understanding and 
knowledge are relational, socially constructed and socially defined (Sandberg, 2001). Of particular 
relevance is the socially constructed understanding of the development of individual and group 
realities.  
Social constructionism presents an understanding of knowledge that recognises difference, 
social context and worldview. Social reality is seen as the product of meaningful social interaction 
perceived from the perspective of those involved (Burns, 2000); meaning is constructed through 
engaging with the world we are interpreting (Crotty, 1998). 
The social constructionist framework is central to this research as it seeks to understand the 
constructions of urban Aboriginal parenting. The view of parenting is a construct that is defined by 
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mainstream society, hence the identification of effective and acceptable parenting itself is a social 
construct. This study focuses on the experiences of Aboriginal parents, and the congruence between 
existing knowledge, beliefs and the worldview of what is considered acceptable parenting practices. 
The adoption of a social constructionist view serves to identify the constructions of Indigenous 
parenting (Crotty, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Sandberg, 2001). 
3.3.2 Critical theory. 
Critical theory is widely associated with the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, founded 
in 1923, with the major contributors recognised as Max Horkhiemer, Herbert Marcuse, Theodor 
Adorno and later Jurgen Habermas (Benton & Craib, 2001; Delanty & Strydom, 2003). Adopting a 
critical stance is vital in identifying taken-for-granted ways of understanding the world. This 
establishes the descriptive and normative basis for social inquiry in order to transform 
circumstances that dominate social groups (Bohman, 2015; Burr, 2003).  
Understanding how urban Aboriginal families parent will involve identifying constructions 
of the Aboriginal child rearing role, views of what is seen as acceptable Aboriginal parenting 
practices, and how these assumptions impact on raising children. This critical stance will identify, 
critique and challenge mainstream views of parenting, including constructions of acceptable 
parenting, and how these judgements are made against parental competence, specifically in regard 
to Aboriginal parenting.  
Critical theory attributes social problems to social structures that favour certain groups in 
society and oppress others according to race, gender, and class (Benton & Craib, 2001; Mullaly, 
2002). The broad field of critical theory encompasses an evolving range of perspectives 
underpinned by a shared meta-theoretical understanding about the plurality of difference and the 
quest to address “core issues of domination, inequality and difference in society” (Leonard, 1990 as 
cited in Hardy, 2005, p. 51). The goal in critical theory is ultimately the transformation of society to 
a level where social equity replaces the current disequilibrium informed by a system of 
dominant/subordinate relationships (Mullaly, 2002). 
Critical theorists endorse questioning and critiquing the underlying philosophies, ideologies 
and discourses that perpetuate an environment of inequity (Held, 1980; Leonard, 1990 as cited in 
Hardy, 2005). Mullaly (2002) suggests that the role of critical theorists is to provide criticisms and 
alternatives to traditional or mainstream social theory. The motivation of these critiques of 
mainstream theories is informed by an interest in those who are oppressed and driven by the goal of 
emancipation or liberation (Kellner, 1989 as cited in Mullaly, 2002). 
A critical stance therefore makes visible how oppression is reproduced and reinforced 
through the internalisation of dominant-subordinate relations (Calhoun, 1995; Mullaly, 2002). The 
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purpose in adopting a critical stance is to translate the understanding of oppression into a political 
process of social transformation in order to free society of these phenomena (Calhoun, 1995; 
Mullaly, 2002). A key outcome of applying critical theory to existing structures is to locate actual 
practices of domination wherever they occur, albeit at the personal, cultural, and structural levels 
(Mullaly, 2002). Adopting this critical stance will enable the establishment of a perspective on 
Aboriginal parenting that takes into account cultural contexts and a view of the world as it is 
currently in relation to child rearing ideology (Dant, 2003). 
The following section provides an explanation of postcolonial theory, a particular branch of 
critical theory. It also describes the ways in which postcolonialism applies to the current study and 
guides its analytic framework.  
3.3.3 Postcolonial theory 
Postcolonial theory is informed by two pathways, the first residing within Marxism, with 
Engels and Marx’s linking of property and inequality (Engels, 2004). The second is linked with 
existentialism, with this approach providing a critique based on Albert Memmi’s (1957) The 
Colonizer and the Colonized (Willette, 2013). This branch of postcolonial theory was further 
expanded by Frantz Fanon, who identified the power of opposites as a linguistic construction, 
where one term subordinates the other and renders it inferior (Gandhi, 1998), as for example when 
Moreton-Robinson (2004, p. 75) comments that “Aborigines have often been represented as objects 
- as the known, rarely as the subjects or the knowers”. Combined with explanations where 
“whiteness defines itself as the norm” (Moreton-Robinson, 2004, p. 75), this normalisation defines 
“others as those outside of whiteness” (Moreton-Robinson, 2004, p. 78). Fanon, Said, Spivak and 
Bhabha are seen as the major postcolonial theorists who orient their critique from a base of cultural 
studies, humanities and psychoanalysis over Marxist economics (Gandhi, 1998). The origins and 
major focus of postcolonial theory are the experiences of marginalised and colonised people, and 
centre on investigating and understanding to address the effects of oppression brought about by 
dominance over colonised cultures (Bryan, 2008).  
Like other branches of critical theory, postcolonialism links oppression and racism to social 
and legal structures (Pyke, 2010). This is achieved through engaging in reflections on others and 
ourselves in terms of cultural difference, specifically, the influence of personal development, choice 
and experience, including race, class, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and cultural beliefs, and 
how these combine to establish our individual identities (Bielefeld, 2009). Postcolonialism has at its 
core the goal of emancipating those that have been oppressed at the hands of colonising entities 
(Young, 2001), and is concerned with the impact colonisation and ethnocentricity play in 
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establishing a dominant class that defines right and wrong, as well as class distinctions, as tools to 
reinforce superiority and power (Haynes, 2008). 
Postcolonialism, as a branch of critical theory, guides a deconstruction and reshaping of the 
master narrative through the use of multiple perspectives and experiences, serving as catalysts for 
transformation (Haynes, 2008). This research specifically challenges the master narrative that 
Aboriginal parents cannot adequately care for their children when compared with non-Indigenous 
parents. Applying postcolonialist thought identifies the existence of white privilege and a class-
based blindness that fails to identify the privilege non-Indigenous Australians enjoy at the expense 
of Aboriginal Australia, resulting in preserving the historical status quo of Aboriginal Australians as 
the negative ‘other’. 
In their position paper on working culturally appropriately, written for new social workers 
and overseas trained social workers employed in Australia, the AASW highlights the need to 
understand and accept the concept of white privilege, especially the effects of colonisation on 
Indigenous Australians (AASW, 2015). 
There are clear parallels between Indigenous experiences and other forms of 
marginalisation, such as that experienced by people with a disability. A similar view is expressed by 
Meekosha and Shuttleworth (2009), who comment that: “although living in a world where race, 
racism, nationalism and globalisation are dominant forces, disability studies largely avoids [ignores] 
these issues” (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009, p. 64). This statement could equally apply to 
Aboriginal families. I argue that because colonisation and associated policies enacted by federal and 
state governments contributed to the decimation of a culture, the Indigenous population appears to 
have a parallel experience to those with a disability, and this continues through media, public 
opinion and politics. This includes the current experience of Aboriginal parenting as a parallel 
experience of invisibility. However, the disability sector benefitted from stronger advocacy and 
political organisation whilst presenting no risk in challenging any in positions of privilege. A clear 
example of this is prevalent in the Apology given by then Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
and the government of the time. The background for this is important as the Apology was 
recommendation 3.1, listed under components of reparations, of the Bringing Them Home Report: 
Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Children from their Families (HREOC, 1997). The Apology was debated for some time and took 
ten years and a change in political party to occur. Whilst PM Rudd made significant ground in 
identifying the effects on the Stolen Generation, there was no mention of the history of genocide 
that was enacted on Aboriginal Australia (Bielefeld, 2009). When thinking of the use of master 
narrative, this is highlighted in Reynolds statement: “… telling Aboriginal people to move on from 
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the past is a strange prescription coming from a community which has revered the fallen warrior 
and emblazoned the phrase ‘Lest We Forget’ on monuments throughout the land” (Reynolds, 1996, 
p. 22). 
The aim in adopting this postcolonial frame resides in addressing the status of Aboriginal 
families in the context of child protection. Taking a critical approach to the effects of colonisation, 
the theoretical framework applied in this thesis highlights the effects of history and legacies of 
colonisation. This includes the establishment of wealth and privilege, how they were acquired at the 
expense of native inhabitants, and how these have been maintained through exploitation, and 
shaping of the discourse (Rizvi, Lingard, & Lavia, 2006).  
There are different structures that serve to maintain the status of Aboriginal Australians as 
the ‘other’. These were first categorised by Sykes and Matza (1957) as techniques of neutralisation. 
Some key areas of controlling the discourse reside in grammatical framing, which has been used to 
great success by politicians and the media. Then there is the representation of the ‘other’ as a 
negative being (Van Dijk, 1992). The use of omission is combined with grammatical framing, 
which valorises self-determined truths and reinforces stereotypes of the ‘other’. Even when 
defending one’s position, it reinforces the existence of ‘otherness’, as Fanon (2008, p. 131) 
highlighted: “Face to face with this man who is 'different from himself,' he needs to defend himself. 
In other words, to personify the Other. The Other will become the mainstay of his preoccupations 
and his desires”. Cultural imperialism ensures the dominating group’s experience is elevated, 
sanctioned, and universalised; it becomes the norm that all others are obligated to accommodate. 
Moreton-Robinson (2004) further explains that whiteness is defined as “the invisible norm against 
which other races are judged in the construction of identity, representation, subjectivity, nationalism 
and the law” (cited in Walter, Taylor, & Habibis, 2011, p. 7).   
With the growing number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children entering the 
child protection system in Australia, as noted in Chapter One (p. 4), the use of child protection to 
relegate this minority group using constructions of white identity as the measure of competence is 
problematic and questionable.  Gibson (2013) comments similarly by identifying a possible link 
between the use of child protection, and the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children in the out-of-home care system, as representative of the legacy of previous 
policies that resulted in the Stolen Generation. The current levels of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children in care equates to a ‘new stolen generation’. 
In speaking of the effects of colonisation, Orozco (2013) noted specifically that the pattern 
of situating the ‘other’ with labels such as perpetrator, abusers, poor parents and so on serves to 
maintain the position of white innocence and negative ‘other’. This includes framing and 
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problematising minority populations as lesser individuals, which then promotes the denial of 
empathy and a reluctance to join with or come together with the ‘other’. The use of critical theory, 
and specifically postcolonial theory, ensures that we do not see oppressed people as helpless victims 
but as social actors capable of resistance and agency, by promoting visibility of connections where 
previously they were dismissed.  
Critical social thought is targeted towards power dynamics at all levels in society that serve 
to enforce dominance and control. Descriptions are used that reinforce dominance and control over 
the discourse through the concept of black abstraction, which Orozco (2013) explains as constant 
negative descriptions influencing common perceptions of cultures. The key relationship of this 
notion to this study is how the view of Aboriginal parenting is constructed and negative opinions 
are reinforced, using the data of child removals, with numbers of Aboriginal children removed 
oftentimes underpinned by allegations employing emotive labels of abuse and neglect. These then 
define conscious and unconscious processes that result in differential treatment and reinforce 
dualistic concepts of dominance/subordination and superior/inferior when compared with 
mainstream populations (Orozco, 2013). 
Young (2001) illustrated this aspect of dominance in the way society makes the perspectives 
of minority groups invisible whilst at the same time marking these groups as ‘others’. This is 
experienced as racism by minority cultural groups, with the lived experience of racism most felt by 
Indigenous people, who have been described as “the most outsider group in Australian society” 
(Awofeso, 2011, p. 3). Racism, as experienced by Aboriginal Australia, occurred in two dominant 
waves, the first 170 years from arrival of the first fleet, and the second in the post-referendum era 
(post 1967), leading to constitutional changes recognising Indigenous people as part of the 
Commonwealth of Australia (Awefeso, 2011). Prior to this, classical racism was enacted through 
framing Indigenous people as inferior, justifying dispossession, denial of land rights and 
disconnection from land, law and family (Awefeso, 2011).  
The 1962 changes to the Commonwealth Electoral Act gave all Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples the right to vote in Commonwealth elections. The Australian referendum in 1967 
brought about changes to the Constitution of Australia, namely, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples would be included in the national census and would also be included in any 
Commonwealth laws applicable to the wider Australian population. Prior to the 1967 referendum, 
any laws governing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were made and implemented by 
relevant state or territory governments.  
Adopting a postcolonial frame will foster a critical view of assumptions and dominant 
thought to engage with oppression, injustice and the historical effects of disenfranchisement of 
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Indigenous inhabitants, specifically Aboriginal Australians. Western society depends on the 
construction of those that are colonised as different and threatening 'others' (Said, 1978). This is 
reflected in Aboriginal Australians’ experience of difference until the present, when they are still 
labelled as incompetent and dangerous, as in the case of perceptions of Aboriginal individuals 
regarding crime, and Aboriginal parents regarding child abuse and neglect. 
Fraser (1985) advocated the application of critical theory in analysing the experiences of 
women, by identifying that if the struggle was about women's subordination, critical social theory 
would illuminate the basis for this subordination. Similarly, when approaching the experience of 
Aboriginal communities, the application of critical theory through postcolonialism will highlight 
beliefs and structures that contribute to their marginalisation and 'othering'. The results are a 
demystification of approaches that have served to rationalise the negative experiences of Aboriginal 
Australians. The way it is applied in this study is through challenging the belief that Aboriginal 
families cannot adequately parent their children and is built around an inquiry into how some 
successful families, who have never experienced child protection, are caring for their children. This 
approach adds a critical dimension to understanding the social and cultural environment, and 
addresses the socio-cultural context of knowledge construction (Taylor, 1996) with reform as a 
goal. 
There has been a general historical reluctance in Western societies to learn from or to value 
Indigenous cultures (Tomison, 1997). In adopting this approach, the goal of this thesis is to assist in 
establishing a view of Aboriginal parenting that specifically identifies the relevance and legitimacy 
of an Indigenous approach to child rearing. The use of this conceptual approach will inform a 
critique of existing views of Aboriginal parenting for the purpose of challenging mainstream 
traditional norms, knowledge, and views regarding acceptable child rearing. In section 3.4 below, I 
describe the methods adopted in this research to achieve a clear understanding of Aboriginal child 
rearing. 
3.4 Stage 1 Content Analysis 
The content analysis of studies identified Aboriginal community and family life between 
1913 and 2012, enabling a comparison with present day Aboriginal parenting (as educed from the 
observations and discussions with parents). The content analysis provides a context for 
understanding the ways in which the integrity of Indigenous parenting styles may have been 
retained across the differing contexts the studies describe. Inclusion in this study required meeting 
two criteria. Firstly, works needed to identify and comment on the parenting of Aboriginal children 
and families, with specific commentary on Indigenous ways of child rearing. Secondly, and in 
accordance with Aboriginal protocols of consultation with Elders, the Brisbane Council of Elders, 
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as gatekeepers for this study, needed to consider these as acceptable for use in this study. The three 
studies identified for this stage of the research were: Malinowski (1913), Hamilton (1981) and 
Malin (1989). 
3.4.1 Review by Brisbane Council of Elders 
As the nature of this study was to gain an intimate understanding of Aboriginal families, it 
meant that I needed to establish access to families, and the Council of Elders’ role was of high 
importance, as their recommendations supported recruitment for this study. They were well placed 
not only to recommend families to me but also to support families that participated. This was in 
accordance with Principle Six of the Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies (AIATSIS, 2012) guidelines for ethical research in Australian Indigenous contexts. 
Specifically, I ensured proper consultation with the appropriate community individuals in the form 
of the Council of Elders and, furthermore, this allowed appropriate individuals for the study to be 
identified from within the community. To achieve informed understanding of the study, these three 
baseline studies were presented for consideration at a meeting with the Council of Elders, and all 
were subsequently approved for use in this study. Prior to this meeting, a summary of each study 
was prepared, outlining key observations for each document so that the Council of Elders would 
have some understanding of each, what kinship or geographic area the study focussed on and the 
major findings, along with biographic information about the authors. This enabled the Council of 
Elders to make an informed decision regarding both the possible perceptions of the authors, whether 
the study findings were relevant to their communities, as well as the key observations and premises 
of the selected studies. 
The presentation to the Council of Elders provided background information about the 
studies and enabled them to generate any questions and concerns about the worth of these studies. 
Based on their comments and perceptions about the relevance and representative value of these 
works to Aboriginal parenting practices, these studies were deemed as acceptable and were used to 
inform the qualitative content analysis. Finally, these meetings assisted in establishing familiarity 
with the study for the Council of Elders and facilitated their interest in attending the focus group as 
well as identification of possible participant families. 
3.4.2 Content analysis of baseline studies 
Content analysis can be undertaken using a quantitative or a qualitative approach, providing 
a flexible and rigorous approach to analysing documents (Ary, Cheser, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002; 
Gomm, 2004; Holsti, 1969; Krippendorff, 1980; Krippendorff, 2004; White & Marsh, 2006). In this 
study the approach used was qualitative, focussing specifically on references to parenting practices, 
attitudes and the beliefs underlying them. 
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The analysis of the accepted studies served to identify observable themes and characteristics 
of Aboriginal child rearing over the last 100 years. As this thesis progressed more literature, noted 
in Chapter Two, became available and was analysed using the same process and incorporated into 
the content analysis at Chapter Four. These themes were then used to identify aspects of Aboriginal 
child rearing practices and in formulating questions for use in facilitating the focus group and 
ethnographic stages of this research. This provided a basis from which comments could be drawn 
from the participants regarding Aboriginal parenting and what makes for a well-functioning family. 
Given the amount of data contained within each document, the process was aided by using 
NVIVO 9 to support coding, using an iterative approach whereby each pass built on the previous 
findings until the final code was identified. These codes (headings) were then sorted into key 
observable themes and are further explained in Chapter Four.  The results of the analysis informed 
the further stages of the research. 
3.5 Stage 2 Focus Group 
Following the content analysis of the historical studies, a focus group was conducted with 
local Elders and community members from Brisbane. These Elders were independent of the 
Brisbane Council of Elders, with no members from the Council attending the focus group. Focus 
groups are recognised for their ability to generate data through group processes (Alston & Bowles, 
2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), and in this case provided links between historical information 
gained from the content analysis and present day aspects of child rearing. Essentially, the Elders 
were the bridge between these two timeframes (then and now), and were able to comment on the 
observations gleaned from the content analysis in addition to what I could expect from the 
ethnographic stage of the research. Membership of the focus group was open to Brisbane Elders and 
community members wishing to take part in this component of the study. Contact was made 
through the Brisbane Council of Elders’ four times over a period of 12 months and through my 
place of employment, Kummara Association Inc., as this organisation has established strong links 
with the Aboriginal community of Brisbane and Elders and the Aboriginal community regularly 
participate in its activities.  
3.5.1 Focus group data consideration 
The results of the content analysis were presented to the Elders’ focus group for 
consideration of its relevance and legitimacy in relation to current Aboriginal parenting practices. 
On completion a transcript of the focus group discussion was provided individually to participating 
Elders for confirmation of content, and accuracy of the transcription process. Once accepted, this 
was then used to formulate a semi-structured interview guide that incorporated the Elders’ 
considerations, focus group information and results from the content analysis. This guide was 
  
49 
 
important in formulating questions and characteristics for observation and also in directing my 
focus towards those key parenting events identified as representing Aboriginal parenting. 
3.5.2 Focus group data analysis 
Focus group data analysis is a complex task given the amount of information generated 
during this process (Litosseliti, 2003). The focus group was audio-recorded with permission from 
all participants and the data was transcribed verbatim to assist with information management and 
promote rigour within the research. Further, NVIVO was used to sort both the audio recordings and 
transcript data into codes. Establishing the verbatim transcript and audio recording of focus group 
proceedings promoted alignment and accuracy of information from which the analysis was then 
completed. 
Due to the massive amount of data established during this study it needed to be brought to a 
manageable level for analysis. This was achieved by utilising the content analysis and the three 
headings that emerged consistently in all forms of the data as of relevance to Aboriginal parenting 
over time. The use of this approach was intended to classify the data as a mechanism for analysis. 
The focus group transcript was checked line by line and compared against the content analysis 
findings, and if they matched these previous headings and themes, the same code was used. If there 
were any that did not fit into established categories, they were noted and then became separate 
headings and themes in their own right. The focus group findings are clarified and explored in 
Chapter Five. 
3.6 Stage 3 Ethnographic Study 
Participants in the ethnographic component of the study were identified using a purposive 
sampling approach. In consultation with the Brisbane Council of Elders, appropriate protocols were 
established and the following criteria were applied: 
• At least one parent identifying as Aboriginal 
• Must be a two-parent family 
• Be parenting a child or children aged four and under in the immediate household 
• Be identified as a successful family group by their community and Elders 
• No contact with the child protection system 
Family participants were sourced using community meetings, liaison with community 
Elders and through current engagement with families through operations at Kummara. The 
participants were recruited from the wider Brisbane catchment areas utilised by Kummara, 
predominantly due to its established links with the community and the benefits this brought in 
maximising recruitment of families available for the study. Kummara Association staff’s only 
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involvement with the study was in providing information about it to participants, and facilitating 
introductions for those interested. 
The target number of families for this study was set as a minimum of three families with 
another two identified should any difficulties arise with the target group. This number was adequate 
and appropriate for this inquiry based on research quality, timeframes and participant availability. 
Firstly, in addressing research quality, this number allowed for an in-depth investigation and 
exploration into urban Aboriginal parenting and contributed to the generation of rich data in relation 
to individual family experiences. Secondly, this number of participants enabled data collection and 
analysis within achievable timeframes. Lastly, with regard to participant availability, the nature of 
the study and fear of being observed as parents meant there were few families willing to participate 
in the study even though they met the criteria and communicated initial interest. This was arguably 
the most difficult aspect of the study. The feedback received from participants identified that there 
was considerable fear, anxiety and concern regarding being the subject of research. This led to some 
families withdrawing from the study after initially indicating a desire to participate. This was 
managed sensitively and respectfully by ensuring families felt supported with their decision and that 
this was always their right in accordance with the participant guidelines for the study (Appendix A).  
The result was an increase in time taken to successfully recruit and engage with families for 
this study. The most successful strategy for engaging with families was an initial introductory 
meeting, facilitated by a person they had an existing relationship with. For two families this was 
with a Kummara family support worker and the third was through a family friend. This meeting 
promoted the beginning of a relationship and an opportunity for the family to ask questions of me 
regarding the purpose of the research, who would have access to it, and how I would ensure 
confidentiality, all of which was covered in the participant guidelines and participant consent 
documents provided to and discussed with each of the participant families (Appendices A & B). 
3.6.1 Ethnographic data collection 
The three principal data collection methods identified for use in the ethnographic component 
of this study were participant observation, in-depth semi-structured interviews and video recording. 
Rather than adopting a rigid, structured approach, this research amalgamated participant 
observation and semi-structured interviews into an organic approach, as will be discussed below. 
These approaches were conducted in two distinct phases consisting of semi-structured interviews 
with participant observations, and discussion of video recorded interactions. 
3.6.1.1 Phase 1: semi-structured in-depth interviews and participant observation. 
This research centred on the characteristics of Aboriginal parenting and child rearing, the 
origins of these practices, and how they enacted in specific family contexts. Insight into the 
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reflections of parents around their interactions within the family and what constitutes their parenting 
style is therefore central to this study. In discussing knowledge use in social work practice, Osmond 
(2000) utilised a similar process of asking subjects to reflect on actions she had noted in interviews. 
Similarly, I supported parents’ recollection of thoughts, feelings, plans, reactions and reasoning 
behind their parent-child interactions, using an in-depth, exploratory-based, semi-structured 
interview process.  
The use of this reflective dialogue extended beyond surface level explanations and engaged 
Aboriginal parents in the interpretation and exposition of the rationale underpinning the decisions 
that were made throughout their daily parenting regimen, along with the history and the origins of 
these behaviours. Semi-structured interviews provided an open framework to promote focused, 
conversational two-way communication (Davis-Case, 1990; Thomas, 1996). This approach was 
used for the collection of data from the three families in facilitating their reflections around parent-
child interactions. 
The participant observer field technique is well established for use as an anthropological 
data collection method and its strength has been adopted for use by other disciplines (Rennie & 
Singh, 1996). Participatory observation is a way of looking at the situation or behaviour of people 
so as to compare it with what people are reporting (Davis-Case, 1990). Participant observation was 
utilised to achieve two purposes. Firstly, it assisted in establishing familiarity between the 
researcher and the families through participation in everyday family interactions. Secondly, the 
familiarity developed enabled events to be explored, discussed and video recorded with as little 
anxiety as possible, and encouraged relaxed and normal rather than formal responses. As the 
purpose of this participant observation was building familiarity with family interactions, these 
observations were used to guide the researcher regarding the family’s normative behaviour.  
These two approaches were amalgamated by discussions with participants, informing them 
that this research was interested in how they did things, as well as the ‘why’ that informed their 
choices and actions. This level of interest in their lives was encouraging for each family as the 
questions were exploratory, absent of judgement and genuinely inquisitive. To establish this 
framework, I sought permission from each participant family at the commencement of the 
observation period to ask them questions and explore their meaning and reasons behind thoughts 
and actions as they eventuated. This established the informal guidelines of my role as researcher 
and contributed to discussions of depth regarding insights into each family’s experiences. Once 
each family was comfortable with me being in their homes, they were asked to separately video 
record interactions in the parenting sphere that they were willing to share. 
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Observations and interviews were completed in episodes of two hours per day over ten days 
(Monday to Friday) as negotiated for each subject family (see Table 1) and equated to 20 hours 
each of observations and interviews plus 30 minutes of video. 
 
Table 1. Family observations - interview times (Actual) 
Family Research 
pre-
interview 
Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 Day 8 Day 9 Day 10 
Family A  
12 – 2 PM 
 
1 – 3 
PM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
10 – 12 
PM 
 
8:30 – 
10:30 
AM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
1 – 3 
PM 
 
3 – 5 
PM 
 
4 - 6 
PM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
5:30 – 
7:30 PM 
Family B  
12 – 2:30 
PM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
1 – 3 
PM 
 
3 – 5 
PM 
 
9 – 11 
AM 
 
4 – 6 
PM 
 
12 – 2 
PM 
 
8:30 – 
10:30 
AM 
 
10 – 12 
PM 
 
1 – 3 
PM 
 
4 – 6 
PM 
Family C  
10 – 12 PM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
1 – 3 
PM 
 
9 – 11 
AM 
 
9:30 – 
11:30 
AM 
 
8:30 – 
10:30 
AM 
 
3 – 5 
PM 
 
4 – 6 
PM 
 
9 – 11 
AM 
 
8 – 10 
AM 
 
11 – 1 
PM 
 
3.6.1.2 Phase 2: videoed interactions. 
The use of video was intended as an aid to parental reflection on their interaction within 
their family and what constituted their parenting style. The video process was based on the 
technique of Interpersonal Process Recall whereby in providing training to counsellors, Kagan and 
Kagan (1990) viewed videotapes with trainees of their counselling interactions and through guided 
reflections were able to identify and explore specific actions and choices. It was hoped that video 
recording would aid parents’ recollection of thoughts, feelings, plans, reactions and reasoning 
behind the videoed actions (Kagan & Kagan, 1997). 
Videos of interactions provided snapshots of parenting and insight into the level of 
importance each family attributed to their selection of actions to be videoed. Each family 
experienced and spoke of being uncomfortable with videoing and wanted to know if anyone else 
would see this. This was the one aspect of the study that deterred families from participating, with 
seven families expressing interest in the study but four withdrawing once the videoing was 
mentioned.  
Similarly, the three families that agreed to participate conveyed concern over being videoed. 
I managed this by reminding them that their participation was voluntary and I would support their 
choices throughout the study, offering to start with observation and ‘yarning’, and revisit the 
possibility of videoing towards the end of our observation time together. Towards the end of the 
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observation period I revisited the request to video and ceded control to each family over how the 
video was recorded as well as choosing what they were comfortable videoing, as the choices 
families made was valuable data. Adopting this approach allowed me to successfully receive videos 
of family interactions and this took place towards the end of the observation period between 
observations 8 and 10 in each family. Each family gave permission for the video to be archived 
with AIATSIS at completion of the study. 
3.6.2 Interview analysis 
Participant reflections from semi-structured interviews and each day’s observations were 
captured through audio recording and then transcribed verbatim each evening prior to the next 
scheduled visit. Transcription of each day’s observations, interviews and conversations was 
completed by listening to the digital recording and using Dragon dictation software, dictating this 
verbatim into a word document. This ensured maximum clarity of information and provided a cross 
checking mechanism whereby I could ask for clarification of meaning at the following visit, and 
also show accountability towards each participant in regard to seeking accuracy of information. 
There are many ways to analyse participants’ reflections about their experiences (Spradley, 
1979; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984), and thematic analysis is one that is widely used.  This approach 
provided for identification, analysis and reporting of themes, whilst also presenting pathways of 
interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes and concepts identified from Stages One 
(content analysis) and Two (focus groups) were used as a framework to analyse participant 
reflections, responses and research observations. 
3.7 Rigour, Trustworthiness and Credibility 
When conducting qualitative research, rigour, trustworthiness and credibility take the place 
of the concepts of validity and reliability in quantitative research (Thyer, 2001). The goal for this 
study was to achieve rigour through trustworthy and credible data collection and analysis. Two 
areas addressed were reflexivity and the impact of the researcher as a cultural insider. Qualitative 
researchers must have an understanding of the importance of reflexivity, as we inevitably have 
some effect on the research, whether explicit or implicit (ten Have, 2004). Reflexivity refers to 
researchers consciously adopting a neutral standpoint while achieving empathy and understanding 
of the lived experiences of those being researched (Ersser, 1996; Roberts & Sanders, 2005).  
In conducting an ethnographic study, I needed to adopt at least two standpoints, those of 
insider and outsider. As an Indigenous male it is important that I acknowledge the positionality that 
being a member of the cultural group provides. Positionality here refers to the condition of 
researchers investigating within their own community or cultural group (O’Connor, 2004). This can 
be seen as operating from a position of advantage, where the interpretation of results and 
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presentation of study findings can be coloured if the researcher is not aware of their positioning and 
the process of reflexivity is not present (O’Connor, 2004). In my role as researcher I needed to 
remain aware of the inhibitions that may be created when “the observer may be defending the 
values of those studied rather than actually studying them” (Potts 1997, p. 29 cites Denzin 1978, p. 
185 in Davies 2005, p. 3). 
Gaining participants’ trust and admittance to their world is important, as both researchers’ 
and the participants’ backgrounds, philosophical stances, values, views, and feelings impact on the 
way information is interpreted (Carolan, 2003). An issue for ethnographic researchers is the 
inherent risk of being caught up in the “incomplete and unstable nature of insiderness” (O’Connor, 
2004, p. 129). This could lead to data being affected via the potential for development of in-depth 
relationships between ethnographer and research participants during participant observation and 
interviewing (Allan, 1997).  
The need for reflexivity and my role of insider as researcher was addressed through rigorous 
reviewing and reporting of results, establishing regular self-reflection, and maintaining a journal of 
these reflections of my experiences in conducting fieldwork (Kanuha, 2000). I spoke to these 
reflections through debriefing, in particular with my research supervisors. This regular review 
provided objectivity regarding my beliefs and biases and established distance between these views 
and research data to enable me to deconstruct the familiar world of Aboriginal life. This was 
consistent with Mehra’s (2002) identification of the importance of supervision in conducting 
research. I also ensured that each participant was provided with opportunities to review and validate 
notes and transcriptions of all interviews in their own words in order to maximise clarity (Thyer, 
2001). To further enhance rigour within this study, the data was triangulated by utilising a between-
method triangulation process (Thyer, 2001; Kelle, 2001). That is, data collection was an iterative 
process employing a progression of comparative data (Higgenbottom, Pillay, & Boadu, 2013) 
where the content analysis informed the focus group, which then informed the ethnographic study. 
Each stage is a stand-alone data set that also informed the next stage of data collection and analysis. 
These approaches enhanced the trustworthiness and credibility of data collected throughout the 
study.  
3.8 Limitations 
This was a small study with some specific limitations concerning recruitment, sample size, 
and data collection. It is a data-rich ethnographic study of three urban Brisbane Aboriginal families 
and is limited as to its generalisability to other Aboriginal families in Brisbane or elsewhere, and to 
other contexts of Aboriginal parenting. This study, however, does not aim to be generalisable, it 
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aims to provide an insight into family concepts as experienced and reflected by a small group of 
Aboriginal families. 
Firstly, with regard to recruitment, two of the three participant families (Families A & B) 
were receiving support from Kummara Association and their staff facilitated contact. Through 
informal connections of Kummara staff, Family C was identified, and their contact details provided 
to me. Although this was the way the family was recruited, there was no further contribution from 
the staff member to the study or any of the families. 
The impact of families being known to this service, its staff and participating in this study 
could lead to social desirability bias, where families could give answers to interview questions that 
could be viewed as favourable by the observer (van de Mortel, 2008). I managed this possibility by 
ensuring I reconciled semi-structured interview responses with participant observations. 
Additionally, the ethnographic method employed meant that relationships separate from the 
connection with Kummara were established at the beginning of the research process. Further, the 
data collection process did not generally involve any reference to a family’s participation in 
Kummara services or activities, remaining focused instead on the research questions.  
Sample size was impacted on by interrelated factors associated with historic observations 
and negative studies of Aboriginal families, a level of fear associated with being the subjects of 
research, and the video recording aspect of data collection. My choice of using video as a part of 
data collection compounded the difficulty of establishing a larger sample size. This aspect of the 
data collection was adapted to suit both my needs for research and participants’ needs for comfort 
and safety.  
A further limitation that should be mentioned concerns the differing structure of the 
participant families. Most notably that in families A & C both of whom were non-Indigenous men 
and fly-in-fly-out workers and were not able to actively participate in the research and hence were 
not part of the observations. Whilst I have to this point captured the limitations it is important also 
to consider the strengths of this study, which are outlined below. 
3.9 Strengths 
The limitation noted above with regard to the participation of the fathers in the research is 
mitigated by the structure of Family B in which both parents identified as Aboriginal and 
participated fully in the research. The significance of this is that this provides a unique insight into 
urban Aboriginal fathering not explicitly highlighted in previous literature. 
Conducting this study according to the AIATSIS (2012) guidelines ensured that the 
approach taken operated within a culturally appropriate framework. This was achieved by a 
consultative and respectful approach of involving the Brisbane Elders throughout the study and also 
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by communicating clearly and fairly with all participants regarding the purpose and aspects of the 
study. This included allowing time for families to meet me as the researcher and judge whether I 
could be trusted to enter into their homes. Conveying the importance of this aspect to families, I 
believe, supported their control of the experience of research as seen in negotiations with participant 
families about videoing.  
I believe that the manner information was relayed to participants and managed through a 
framework of respect also promoted a level of comfort for families, thereby supporting a true 
ethnographic experience. The use of an ethnographic methodology was a source of strength for this 
study in allowing an intimate view of current Aboriginal families through insight into their daily 
living experiences and everyday activities. Furthermore, adopting more than one mode of data 
collection supported this real life view of Aboriginal families. 
Lastly, the methodology, through its uniqueness, was a strength of this study. Even though 
each stage could stand alone based on findings within it, it was the inter-relationship between these 
three stages that developed a deep understanding and clarity of key aspects of Aboriginal child 
rearing. 
3.10 Ethical Considerations 
The nature of this study requires a strong sensitivity towards the participants and the 
Indigenous population. Indigenous issues are sensitive issues that have historically engaged 
negative stereotyping and reporting. In working with Aboriginal families it is important to remain 
cognisant of and adhere to protocols around accessing community, families, sharing information 
and demonstrating respect towards participants at all times. The National Health and Medical 
Research Council (NHMRC) and AIATSIS codes of ethics for research with Indigenous people 
were applied throughout this study and ethical clearance to conduct the study was granted by the 
University of Queensland (BSSERC number: 2009001162). Signed, informed consent was obtained 
from all participants and guardians prior to the study commencing with families.  
The Brisbane Council of Elders were consulted during the ethics application process with a 
letter of support3 received, confirming that the study was appropriate, ethical and sensitive to the 
needs of the participants and community. Prior to any commencement of the ethnographic 
activities, consultations were held with Brisbane Elders to ensure protocols were respected and 
                                                
3 For confidentiality reasons the letter is not included in the appendices but was included in the ethics 
application for this study. 
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maintained. Concern for participants welfare was maintained at all times, with participants provided 
free access to support or counselling should they require it.  
Details of participants’ names and the privacy and confidentiality of information was 
respected and maintained for all participants throughout the study with each participant involved in 
the study provided a pseudonym. The management of information is of great importance for this 
study. Specifically, in addressing privacy issues, participants were de-identified when mentioned in 
all notes, transcripts and within the thesis, and all video recordings of individual families were 
returned to them in thanks for their participation, with a copy retained with each set of parents’ 
permission to assist with revisiting the data as required. Lastly, permission was received from all 
participants for all notes and recordings that relate to them to be lodged with AIATSIS for 
archiving.  
3.11 Summary 
This chapter has presented a methodology that captures the complexity of lived experience 
within contemporary Aboriginal families in Brisbane. The study is informed by a conceptual 
framework of critical theory and postcolonialism, the purpose being to provide a space for the 
‘othered’ voices of Aboriginal families as this relates to Aboriginal child rearing, and focusing on 
the strengths, characteristics and styles that combine to inform Aboriginal parenting.  
This study challenges the existing negative attributions and perceptions of Aboriginal 
parents as unable to care for their children. I achieve this by combining a review of research in this 
area with a critical stance identifying that Aboriginal people have their own understanding of what 
parenting is, and the social constructionist perspective will illuminate this. The application of 
postcolonialism further reflects on the role of the dominant discourse in relegating and judging 
cultures outside of itself.  
In this chapter I have presented the conceptual framework and research design along with 
rationales that informed my decisions to undertake this approach. I believe this approach is 
culturally safe and sensitive towards my Aboriginal participants but nonetheless it retains 
objectivity to ensure the rigour and credibility of the study and hence its trustworthiness. Chapter 
Four, the first of the findings chapters, presents chronicled views of Aboriginal parenting as 
identified through three studies of Aboriginal communities. A view of Aboriginal parenting over 
time unfolds and will be related to outsider views (Baseline studies, Chapter Four), insider views 
(Elders focus group, Chapter Five) and, lastly, views that are the most contemporary, those of 
Aboriginal parents currently raising their children (Ethnography Chapters Six, Seven & Eight). The 
implications for policy and practice will be addressed in Chapter Nine through the bringing together 
of each family’s experiences, observations and an analysis of Aboriginal parenting. 
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Chapter 4. Stage 1: Document Analysis of Previous Studies  
4.1 Introduction 
The content analysis of the following studies served two functions. Firstly, it stands alone as 
a collated representation of observational and non-observational based studies of Aboriginal 
parenting roles, responsibilities, beliefs and functions. Secondly, the analysis of a number of these 
studies informed the development of questions used in the focus group discussions (Stage Two). 
The results from both these analyses were then synthesised to develop a framework for observation 
and exploration of parenting of those families who participated in the ethnographic component of 
this study (Stage Three).  
4.2 Document Selection Process 
The body of academic literature, much of which is anthropological or ethnographic in 
nature, on Aboriginal people and culture has been developed, covering differing periods throughout 
the nation’s history, making it important that this material was considered in the conceptual 
development of this thesis. This can be illustrated with a very small sample of largely seminal 
works of direct or more oblique relevance to this study including, for example, Radcliffe-Brown’s 
(1930) presentation of the social organisation of Australian tribes, describing the system of rules 
and structure of Aboriginal society; Beckett’s (1958; 2005) work on the historical picture of social 
and cultural life, race relations, effects of alcohol use and stolen generations with regard to Central 
and Western NSW Aboriginal communities; and Sutton’s (1978) anthropological study of a 
Western Cape York Peninsula Aboriginal community, detailing aspects of social and linguistic 
change, subsistence and land tenure in relation to social identity, social institutions and personal 
networks (Sutton, 1978). Of greater importance here, Diane von Sturmer’s (1980) work in the same 
region considered conception, bearing and rearing children, but focused on describing social 
relations during child bearing and rearing. The anthropologist David Trigger (1985) discussed 
social life in a north Australian Aboriginal settlement with a focus on “understanding gleaned from 
previous ethnographic research on Aborigines and race relations” (Trigger, 1985, p. ii). Williams’ 
work has focussed on Arnhem Land communities (1986), providing information on epistemology, 
religion, language and land concepts, and the relationships of hunter-gatherer societies to land use 
and tenure. Povinelli’s (1993) analysis of the Belyuen Community in the Northern Territory and the 
role of culture in subsistence economies, women’s roles and the relationship between culture and 
economy specifically challenges Western notions of productive labour, but with little concentration 
on parenting. As this diverse listing shows, despite the wealth of research undertaken with 
Aboriginal communities, many of the themes commonly investigated tend to focus on social 
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organisation and social relationships, ecology, land use and race relations. A paucity of relevant 
literature to inform an understanding of parenting and child rearing within Aboriginal communities 
remains.  
4.3 Document Selection 
While few of these works have focused on parenting practices, there are some notable 
exceptions within the literature. As explained in Chapter Three, works were required to meet two 
criteria for inclusion in this study. Firstly, they had to identify and comment on parenting processes 
and behaviours of Aboriginal communities and families, with specific mention and analysis of 
Aboriginal ways of child rearing. Secondly, the Brisbane Council of Elders’ needed to consider 
these works as acceptable for use in this research. Three studies by non-Indigenous scholars that 
focused on Aboriginal parenting from different historical moments emerged as of major 
significance to this research, and these are discussed further below.  
In contrast, a number of more recent studies incorporate the voices of Aboriginal parents 
and their comments on how they raised their children. Such studies include ACRS (2002), Geia 
(2012), Kruske et al. (2012), Footprints in Time series (DFAHCSIA, 2009; 2011; 2013; DSS, 
2015), Priest et al. (2008), WAACHS, (Zubrick et al., 2005; Silburn et al., 2006) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), and provide an Indigenous perspective that is often absent in the other 
studies that are referred to here as the ‘baseline’ studies. A constraint on this research is that a 
number of these more recent works were not formally discussed with the Council of Elders during 
the research process; many were not published until after my discussions with the Council of Elders 
took place. However, it is important to recognise the role of these studies in the picture of parenting 
practices as it currently exists across the country, thus they form part of this discussion of the 
rationale for inclusion of literature relevant to the study.  
Despite the scarcity of relevant published academic research, I first located Annette 
Hamilton’s study, one of the three works of historical significance to this thesis, as part of some 
professional reading. I located the other two documents, Malinowski (1913) and Malin (1989), 
through database searches, after tracing them from reference lists in papers I was reading. Each of 
these works uses a different research approach, each with their own strengths and limitations. 
Malinowski’s study is from 1913, before the development of more contemporary methods of 
participant observation became standard anthropological practice. His data sources were the written 
accounts of early explorers, visitors and missionaries prior to 1913, covering areas such as 
marriage, community structure, kinship, parents and children and economics. Malinowski (1913) 
recognised the potential for bias in this approach, noting that most observers at that time had limited 
experience in objectively writing about what they saw. He regarded the background of the writer as 
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likely to influence the trustworthiness of the information provided, noting that a “missionary, a 
police trooper or an ethnologist, will each look with different eyes upon the same facts… and 
generalise quite differently” (Malinowski, 1913, p. 24). Malinowski is regarded by anthropologists 
as the founder of field observation in ethnography, and his collation of the observations of others 
provided a view of Aboriginal society when classical Aboriginal social systems were still in 
existence at differing points of the country. 
By contrast, Hamilton (1981) was to later use the ethnographic technique of participant 
observation, living and working in close association with the Anbarra people in the Northern 
Territory Arnhem Land settlement of Maningrida. Hamilton’s descriptions of child development 
and child rearing practices included accounts of behaviours and beliefs surrounding conception and 
childbirth, child behaviour, and the beliefs and practices of caregivers at each of the child’s 
developmental stages. Unlike Malinowski’s work, information was captured first-hand through 
field observations, and provides baseline information on Aboriginal parenting.  
Malin’s (1989) study of Indigenous and non-Indigenous families in South Australia used an 
interpretive approach incorporating participant observation and family interviews. While there have 
been numerous published reports drawing on Malin’s work, in addition to those mentioned in 
Chapter Two (Harris & Malin, 1994; Malin, 1989; Malin et al., 1996; Malin, 2000), the source 
document being used here is her 1989 doctoral thesis. This work is important for this study because 
of the focus on Aboriginal family activities and detailed observations in comparison with non-
Indigenous families undertaking similar parenting roles. Malin (1989) studied two Aboriginal and 
two Anglo-Australian families in Adelaide over a four year period, gathering data about adult-child 
relationships with a focus on what it means to be Aboriginal or Anglo-Australian.  
The importance of Malinowski’s study is that it provides an historical benchmark in 
documented perspectives on Aboriginal parenting, while the strength of Malin’s approach is that 
she interviewed participant families and sought reflections from them about their actions, as well as 
their thoughts and beliefs about other forms of parenting. The richness of Hamilton’s study in 
comparison to both these works lies in the length of time Hamilton lived in the community and the 
detailed observations gleaned over this period. Hamilton’s work provides the richest source of 
direct observations of Aboriginal parenting, and has been important to a number of the more recent 
studies, for example ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Kruske et al. (2012), Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 
(2001) mentioned above. Her research is therefore considered here as the primary baseline source 
for such data, while Malin’s and Malinowski’s work is used for comparative purposes, and 
strengthened by information from more recent work (ACRS, 2002; DSS, 2015; Geia, 2012; Kruske 
et al., 2012; Silburn et al., 2006; Zubrick et al., 2005), particularly those written from an Indigenous 
  
61 
 
community focus. For example ACRS (2002) Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 
2001), presented information from Central and Western Desert communities of Western Australia 
and described Aboriginal child rearing in a remote context. Geia (2012) and Kruske et al. (2012) 
studied the Palm Island and Northern Australian communities respectively, provided a 
contemporary benchmark to the data gathered in this research. The two adjacent bodies of work of 
the WAACHS (Zubrick et al., 2005; Silburn et al., 2006) and Footprints in Time (DFAHCSIA, 
2009; 2012; 2013; DSS, 2015) provided large scale survey data that further contributed to an 
understanding of contemporary knowledge about Aboriginal child rearing. 
4.4 Data Analysis  
Quantitative content analysis is one of the earliest methods of studying textual information 
(Hardy & Bryman, 2009; Saldana, 2013), and can be traced as far back as the inquisitorial pursuits 
of the 17th century church (Krippendorff, 2004). It may be used in studies where there is a mass of 
data that requires analysis. Some specific examples of studies incorporating a quantitative content 
analysis include studies related to media information (Riffe, Lacy and Fico, 2005), studies 
incorporating online information, such as Nimrod’s (2009) analysis of 14 online Seniors’ 
communities using a computerised system; and the use of computer aided content analysis of 
differences in song lyrics in American black and white popular songs between 1962-1973 (Walker, 
1975). These studies dealt with large amounts of data and focused on word counts as of importance 
to sort and infer meaning.  
Quantitative textual analysis differs from its qualitative counterpart in that the latter was 
developed primarily in order to explore the meanings underlying text (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). 
This takes place through the subjective interpretation of the content of text data (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005); methodological analysis of texts (Mayring, 2000); and data reduction and sense making as 
an attempt to identify core consistencies and meanings (Patton, 2002).  Examples of qualitative 
content analysis include Schamber’s (2000) exploratory inquiry into the criteria that occupational 
users of weather information employ to make relevance judgments on weather information sources 
and presentation formats. Qualitative content analysis was applied to interview transcripts to 
identify “… a word or group of words that could be coded under one criterion category” (p. 739). In 
a study examining the information seeking behaviours of scholars working in interdisciplinary 
contexts, Foster (2004) applied a qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews to 
identify emergent concepts and themes regarding information seeking behaviours. Du’s (2010) 
doctoral dissertation incorporated a qualitative content analysis to interrogate data concerning web 
search behaviour gleaned from pre- and post-questionnaires, observation notes, search logs and 
interview responses. Du (2010) identified this methodology as appropriate due to the large amount 
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of information to be analysed in order to classify “… many words of text into much fewer 
categories” (Du, 2010, p. 74). Lastly, Colorado State University presented an annotated 
bibliography providing 27 examples of studies using the methodology of content analysis (CSU, 
2011). As I am interested in the meanings attributed to Aboriginal parenting in the three selected 
studies, I adopted a qualitative approach to content analysis.   
One of the most fundamental tasks in qualitative analysis rests with theme identification 
according to Ryan & Bernard (2003), who note the analysis of texts involves the specific tasks of 
“(1) discovering themes and subthemes, (2) winnowing to a manageable few (i.e. deciding which 
themes are important in any project), (3) building hierarchies of themes, and (4) linking themes into 
theoretical models” (p. 85). 
The organisation of information through analysing texts requires a coherent approach to 
make sense of the data. This specifically involves a structured approach to information and how 
decisions will be made in recognising which data is relevant to the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
King & Horrocks, 2010; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Qualitative content analysis involves organising 
raw data into categories or themes based on the researcher’s inferences and interpretations (Patton, 
2002). One such method to facilitate this involves the use of an inductive approach, where themes 
and categories emerge from the data through the researcher’s critical analysis (Patton, 2002). 
Hsieh and Shannon (2005) described three methods of achieving data organisation based on 
the level of inductive reasoning, the first being that coding categories were derived directly and 
inductively from raw data. The second approach was a directed content analysis, where coding 
commences with a theory and then, through researcher immersion in data during analysis, themes 
are allowed to emerge. This approach was usually employed to validate a theory or framework. The 
final approach includes a summative content analysis, which started as a count of words as they 
presented in the text and then moved towards analysis of latent meanings and themes. Whilst this 
approach appears as quantitative, its goal is to achieve an inductive exploration of words and their 
meaning throughout the text.  
The data collection and analysis for this study was informed by Hsieh and Shannon’s (2005) 
second approach through immersion in the data, which promoted identification of coding categories 
as I progressed through the studies. This approach was, as Merriam (2009) stated, one of moving 
“… data towards theory from observations and understandings gained” (Merriam, 2009. p. 15). In 
this thesis, this approach established a framework in working from the particular to the general with 
findings identified as themes (Merriam, 2009). This was important as I entered this study with an 
understanding of the subject area limited to professional and personal experiences that guided my 
interest and clinical reasoning in human service provision.  
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4.5 Data Analysis Process 
Content analysis was most important in identifying themes in the large volume of material 
available in previous studies. On first reading of the three works that formed the baseline studies I 
put aside any thoughts, presuppositions and previous knowledge of the subject area to focus on 
finding common themes (Taylor & Gibbs, 2010). This approach was used so the data could be 
allowed to speak for itself. This meant looking at the documents and identifying statements and 
observations of parenting within them. This could be contrasted with using ‘a priori’ codes that 
could be informed from previous research theory, or having preconceived ideas about what I 
wanted or expected to see develop within the data. Rather than expecting the data to fit into 
preordained codes I sought to conform to a process of establishing codes from what the data 
represented (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Ryan & Bernard, 2003; Taylor & Gibbs, 2010). This 
meant accepting all information that could demonstrate parenting as part of the analysis. I decided it 
was important to get the body of work to talk to the research topic and to leave sorting and 
analysing the information to a later methodological stage. I viewed parenting as represented by any 
observations or information of child rearing actions, behaviours or techniques used directly or by 
inference. This also included observations of adult behaviours and child responses, child behaviours 
and adult responses, along with observations of adult-child dyads, specifically in how they 
interacted physically, emotionally and verbally.  
Due to the range of sources, each with its own focus and style, it was paramount in the 
analysis that the data-recording process be rigorous and systematic. To achieve this, I constructed a 
spreadsheet with headings of: Title, Author, Year, and Key Point. This data collation approach was 
adapted from Garrard (2011), who suggested the use of a matrix to organise data. The purpose of 
my approach was to provide a structure for the systematic review of each document. Each time I 
read any passages that related to parenting, I recorded them as key points, along with the page 
number. As information was captured in the spreadsheet I simultaneously identified the origin of 
this data in the source document by applying an adhesive label, which was then annotated with the 
corresponding key point for that observation from the spreadsheet. This allowed for efficient cross 
checking and referencing between the spreadsheet and source document. 
This resulted in 197 key points on parenting in the baseline studies. Once this first pass was 
completed the data were put aside for one month and then a second pass was conducted. This break 
in time assisted with reduction in researcher fatigue and confusion of data, whilst also serving as a 
separation so that when I next visited the data my focus was specifically on the grouping of key 
points. At this stage I was able to revisit the location of these comments as a function of the cross 
checking conventions applied. This promoted an intimate understanding of the data and an ability to 
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check if the label accurately reflected the content from the body of work. At the end of this second 
pass I was able to group similar key points, which served to reduce the number of comments to 112 
descriptors of observed parenting behaviours.  
After a two-week pause to allow some distance from the information, I conducted a third 
pass over the data, with the results sorted according to their description or comments relating to 
parenting. This resulted in streamlining the 112 descriptors into 35 topics. These topics were then 
further streamlined according to their relationship with each other and were winnowed down to 12 
headings. The final pass was used to further refine these headings, ensuring that I had sorted and 
grouped them in accordance with their highest overarching theme. This involved critically 
questioning what was observed and determining if the heading was a standalone key theme against 
which others belonged, or whether it could be categorised as subordinate to another theme. This 
process was later applied to the second category of more recent studies, resulting in the 
identification of aspects of Aboriginal child rearing that will be presented throughout this chapter. 
4.6 Findings  
In the first phase of the study I identified three key themes that featured throughout the 
content analysis. The amount of data allowed for a natural adoption of the following as key themes 
throughout the content analysis, consisting of child rearing responsibilities, parental responsiveness 
and cultural identity.  Throughout the thesis, Child Rearing Responsibilities is a description and 
explanation of functional tasks and beliefs. Parental Responsiveness represents findings associated 
with connectedness and responsiveness between a child and their parents. Lastly, Cultural Identity 
identifies and explores the cultural constructions of the family. It is important to note that the 
identification of these themes is not intended to establish, in any way, their desirability as elements 
of parenting practice, either now or in the past. Instead, they merely provide a relatively concise 
framework for analysis and cross-checking of the large amounts of information that emerged from 
the baseline and other studies examined in the thesis. The themes identified here should not be 
taken to establish necessary or desired elements for parenting by Aboriginal parents. They do, 
however, identify some elements of parenting by Aboriginal people over different times and 
situations, which allows for greater understanding of Aboriginal perceptions of parenting through 
time and circumstance. 
4.6.1 Child rearing responsibilities. 
Child rearing responsibilities, as a theme, encompassed topics of primary caregivers, 
sleeping and eating, hygiene and toileting, developmental milestones and social and emotional 
development. The following detailed exploration of these attributes begins with the sub-theme of 
primary caregivers. 
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The prevalence of caregiving behaviours for Aboriginal families was not only confined to 
biological parents or what would be regarded in mainstream perceptions as the nuclear family. 
Caregiving behaviours were identified by Malin as also present in actions between children, adults 
to children or children to adults (Malin, 1989). Geia (2012) also found that child rearing was not 
confined solely to the home and was undertaken within a broader environmental and cultural 
context.  In discussing Central and Western Desert approaches, ACRS (2002) and Priest et al. 
(2008) described child rearing as enacted within the four principles of Waltja, Ngurru, Tjukurrpa 
and Kanyini that inform cultures of that region, and re-affirm the importance of broader kin 
networks (Myers, 1986). Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) substantiated 
the findings of Geia (2012) and ACRS (2002) in this regard, but noted some differences to their 
findings, as could be expected for communities with such disparate histories and locations. For 
example, Geia (2012), Kruske et al. (2012) and WAACHS (Silburn et al., 2006) found that whilst 
the family and community played a substantial role in child rearing, the mother was the primary 
caregiver for most families. ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja (2001) identified the 
presence of multiple mothering within the communities they discuss, yet also made it clear that 
children were returned to their mother for soothing and care (ACRS, 2002, p. 59), and that infants 
were also “brought back to mother when grizzly or hungry” (Waltja, 2001, p. 63).  
With regard to sibling behaviour, Hamilton’s observations of older children showed that, 
often by the age of five years, they demonstrated consideration for each other and a willingness to 
assist those younger than themselves, with most moral support being provided by the peer group 
(Hamilton, 1981). ACRS (2002) also identified that both the community and the peer group played 
a role in assisting children’s awareness of appropriate behaviours through peer group pressure to 
conform. This is reflected in Hamilton’s (1981) finding that the role of peers in supporting younger 
children also included expectations for them to assist younger children with managing eliminations, 
along with washing clothes and assisting with dressing of younger children. Even so, both Hamilton 
(1981) and Malin (1989) found that whilst other adults provided support for children, they primarily 
encouraged and supported parents to take responsibility for their own children. 
Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) found that Aboriginal children were seen to have 
freedom and access to community and household resources, and this was evidenced most when it 
came to food. At any time, children had open access to whatever food was available, however 
anything of value was rationed (Malin, 1989). ACRS (2002) citing Jacobs (1988) commented 
similarly, highlighting that children of the Western Australian central goldfields community have 
complete freedom and can demand anything they desire. They further cite Brady (1993, p. 73) to 
note that a mother is required to accede to the demands of her children, “to show generosity” 
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(ACRS, 2002, p 83). In Hamilton’s and others’ experience, there was high tolerance for children to 
make their own decisions around sleeping, eating, play and appearance (Hamilton, 1981; Harris, 
1984, p. 26, cited in ACRS, 2002, p. 97; Kruske et al., 2012; Malin, 1989). Similarly, Malin (1989) 
found children were not closely supervised when it came to daily interactions with any household 
items, fragile or otherwise, as the child was considered to come before material objects (Malin, 
1989). 
Hamilton likewise observed Anbarra children to have no predetermined sleep-eat rhythms, 
noting that “their stomachs were always partly full” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 159). This meant that 
children rarely experienced hunger sensations. The implications of this are considerable in that all 
infant needs were considered reasonable. Mothers would always respond quickly to an infant’s 
crying and this was usually by providing food for the infant through nursing (Hamilton, 1981), as 
was also discussed by Kruske et al., (2012) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001). Hamilton 
(1981) also identified an absence of sleep routines: “after the evening meal children generally play 
and shout around the camp area and as darkness falls one after another returns to the family 
campfire and falls asleep” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 71). Kruske et al. (2012) mention that co-sleeping 
was a common occurrence, as was the absence of sleep routines, along with letting children sleep 
where they lay, also identified by Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001). Malin (1989) found 
differently in urban settings where, on school nights, Aboriginal children were encouraged to go to 
sleep early, and children acquiesced to this. These differences were also found in the Footprints in 
Time reports where families identified that they had varying and structured routines for sleep times 
(DFAHCSIA, 2009; DSS, 2015). 
Hamilton noted that babies were comprehensively exposed to camp life, its sounds and 
sights, however the one constant she identified for infants was the feeding process through maternal 
nursing (Hamilton, 1981). Tensions that may have been created from what she observed as a 
common practice of familial teasing and interactions between the child and their new world were 
resolved through the feeding relationship (Hamilton, 1981). Teasing such as Hamilton describes has 
been attributed to a testing process (Mills, 1987) where the mother “can see and feel the process 
that is happening and react to it. This indicates how far she is willing to protect her child” (Mills, 
1987, p. 4, cited in ACRS, 2002, p. 84). Eating generally was considered an opportunity to come 
together and share, and was a function of the socialisation process used to encourage sharing 
between children. Both Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) observed children were very willing to 
share most of the food they received, however, when they chose not to share (for example, if the 
food was special in some way), there were no repercussions or reprisals, with any reluctance to do 
so accepted as the child acting normally in learning to share. Others (Brady 1992, cited in ACRS, 
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2002) found sharing and generosity was encouraged whereby “generosity is instilled into young 
children… with older relatives urging toddlers to share highly valued commodities with others” 
(Brady, 1992, p. 72, cited in ACRS, 2002, p. 84). 
 A common thread identified by Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) was that a child and 
their activities should not be interfered with until children indicated by being distressed. ACRS 
(2002, p. 97, citing Harris 1984, p. 24) also highlighted this practice of non-interference. The 
process of weaning was generally seen to take place between 18 months and three years and was 
followed by progressive incorporation into the child’s peer group (ACRS, 2002; Hamilton, 1981; 
Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913). Weaning was not identified as a special period for a child, 
although this stage was recognised as a time of possible stress for both mother and child by 
Hamilton (1981). 
The image of a child as a tidy individual and worry about what others would think of them 
and their children did not seem of importance to the Anbarra people, according to Hamilton (1981). 
In both Hamilton’s (1981) and Malin’s (1989) observations of the respective families represented in 
their studies, there was little if any concern about children being dirty, with this being accepted as a 
normal aspect of life that garnered neither emotions nor judgements from adults. In line with this, 
Hamilton (1981) further identified that there were also no adult expectations for a child under 
eighteen months to recognise the need for eliminations, with minimal training carried out to this 
effect.  Faeces and urine were generally disregarded during infancy with no attempt to train children 
in the concept of cleanliness. Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) also noted that adults and parents 
were not concerned with babies soiling themselves. Babies up to fifteen months who had soiled 
themselves could be ignored until the mother or another woman noticed (Hamilton, 1981). By 
eighteen months children were generally expected to recognise their eliminations and bring 
themselves to be cleaned (Hamilton, 1981). 
Hamilton (1981) identified that specific milestones were indicators for the Anbarra that it 
was time to change the way children were handled. For example, once a baby started to smile 
regularly, the cradle was no longer used, with the child placed in more upright positions, sitting on 
the ground or on their mothers’ shoulders or hip (Hamilton, 1981).  Children were carried in ways 
that: “apparently foster rapid physical development and are encouraged to perform activities beyond 
their physical capabilities” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 46). This allowed mothers to move during outings 
with the child unrestrained. Hamilton observed that Aboriginal children, on average, were able to sit 
unsupported by six months of age, crawl by nine months and by eleven to twelve months were 
taking their first steps (Hamilton, 1981). The importance of establishing the child’s ability to sit 
unsupported allowed the child to be transported on the mother’s shoulders with the child holding on 
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to their mother’s hair. Establishing this capability increased the mother’s ability to travel further and 
when needing to engage in tasks with both hands (Hamilton, 1981; Malinowski, 1913). This 
differed somewhat from ACRS (2002) and Priest et al. (2008) both of whom identified a focus in 
childrearing on developing correct relationships with everything in the child’s environment. 
Hamilton (1981) found that children were rarely left alone on the ground until around 10 
months of age. If the child was a first-born, walking was usually encouraged to develop quickly by 
“being dragged along with feet just touching the ground” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 48). Hamilton (1981) 
observed however that once the child was able to walk they were then usually prevented from 
walking by being picked up and handed back to their mothers. The reason appeared to be that of 
safety in preventing a child from leaving the camp or safe area (Hamilton, 1981). This was also 
found by ACRS (2002), Kruske et al. (2012) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) who clarified 
this as vigilance about the inherent characteristics of desert environments as uniquely due to nature 
and climate. Hamilton (1981) further found that children from six to eighteen months were 
supported to master fundamental motor skills through freedom to explore their environment, being 
involved in social relations and making their desires known, whilst learning about their 
environment and establishing the foundations of language. 
She (1981) also noted that learning words and language was not considered a priority or an 
indicator of developmental stages for Anbarra infants. Hamilton (1981) further observed that 
Anbarra infants experienced a variety of non-verbal gestures, and from these interactions developed 
an understanding of the meaning of gestures, central to their familial communications. This too was 
a characteristic highlighted by ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), who further 
noted that of any language, traditional language was the most important link to culture, summarised 
as: “no language, no culture” (ACRS, 2002, p. 78).  Hamilton (1981) noted that Anbarra babies 
achieved the same growth and learning trajectories as their non-Indigenous counterparts, however 
their parents’ responses were very different in that they attached no special significance to these 
advancements.  
Both Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) found that Aboriginal children were treated as 
equals from an early age and were involved and encouraged to interact socially from a young age. 
This was also identified by Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) and then described by Priest et al. 
(2008, p. 128), who noted that when “Yapa and Anangu look at babies and young children they see 
small adults. These ‘little people’ have a set place in the family and the community, along with all 
the responsibilities of Law and culture”. Hamilton (1981) observed that by the age of five, children 
learnt the basics of adult activities, mainly through watching closely and practicing through 
mimicry, but they received no intensive goal-directed communication. Hamilton (1981) summarises 
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this as children being “masters of their own social world” (p. 84). This included providing children 
the choice to come and go freely within activities involving adults and children.  
Both Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) found that learning took place by encouraging 
children to interact with their environment. Both found that Aboriginal mothers were consistently 
responsible for child learning and would support childrens’ exploration of their surroundings and 
the outside world where possible. Some notably different findings were seen in Footprints in Time 
(DSS, 2015), where both mothers and fathers were the most important teachers, and grandmothers 
were identified as teachers of culture and of parenting. By contrast, Geia (2012) found that uncles 
and fathers had an active role in teaching culture, while ACRS (2002) point to the teaching role of 
the peer group though social learning and modelling. Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) both found 
children were encouraged to learn by being involved in daily activities without adult teaching or 
encouragement. Taking dance as an example, children would try the movements and adults would 
allow this process to be child paced and directed without offering any teaching corrections or 
suggestions (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989). Malin (1989) observed that children would watch an 
act repeatedly before trying it themselves. She argued that this process reflected mental rehearsal 
prior to physical attempts, in which children would wait for a moment when they could attempt the 
new skill in private.  
ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) 
identified the peer group as instrumental in daily interactions and companionship for children. The 
child’s peer group also assisted younger children to develop new skills. The peer group, made up of 
children of varying ages, would take over several educative functions, including the provision of 
emotional support for younger children if they were upset (ACRS, 2002; Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 
1989; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). Children’s play boundaries expanded as they aged, and 
while those under five would play in sight of adults, from five onwards they would however play 
further from home, often out of sight of adults (Hamilton, 1981). Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) 
observed Aboriginal parents encouraging children not to obsess about or complain about minor 
ailments, representing a focus on developing emotional resilience and physical toughness.  
In a similar fashion to the way learning takes place in other Aboriginal families, adults did 
not teach children how to play or influence their choice of activities (Hamilton, 1981). Children had 
freedom and control of their environment and were able to choose how they spent their time 
throughout each day (ACRS, 2002; Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989). This touches on another of the 
themes identified through the content analysis, that of parental responsiveness, and some of the 
specific parental actions taken in response to children’s needs and actions are discussed in the 
following section. 
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4.6.2 Parental responsiveness  
The theme of parental responsiveness encapsulates key child-focused actions by parents 
consisting of attachment behaviours, managing behaviour, communication and risk management. 
Aboriginal children received support from their parents and wider community in developing an 
ability to manoeuvre within their physical environment. Malin (1989) observed instances of toddler 
wandering, where toddlers “wander around their environment watching intently, all the while being 
monitored by a mother or older sister” (Malin, 1989, p. 220). However, this did not mean children 
were left to wander alone; community members encouraged children to wander away from their 
mother, but if children were successful in moving away from parents other adults brought them 
back. This made it clear to each child that the world was safest when they remained close to parents 
(Hamilton, 1981). 
Hamilton (1981) observed that children could receive care and attention from a number of 
women, however, when a child was upset or hungry it was the child’s mother who was the sole 
provider of care and support. Hamilton (1981) interpreted this as contributing to the development of 
close attachment and strong dependence on mothers ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) all commented on the existence of multiple mothering in the 
communities they discuss, yet also emphasised that the child was returned to its biological mother 
for comfort and care. In contrast, Anbarra newborns were kept close to their mothers. After the 
early weeks had passed, the child was carried or held in arms, and Hamilton (1981) observed this 
pattern to continue up to five months of age (Hamilton, 1981). In some of the studies, closeness was 
seen as a part of family life and could be a function of the particular environment, often times 
including children co-sleeping with their parents (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913). 
Priest et al. (2008), drawing on the findings of ACRS (2002) also point to the importance of close 
family relations of Central and Western Desert communities, expressed through the concept of 
Waltja, which they explain as referring to the centrality of family and all family.  
Malinowski (1913) also noted that families maintained a level of closeness in that the “cares 
and benefits a child receives from its mother… constitute a very strong bond” (p. 234). Hamilton 
(1981), Malin (1989) and Malinowski (1913) all noted that children were often not weaned until 
their third to fifth year, which Malinowski (1913) also attributed to developing a close relationship 
between mother and child, as this “constant dependence upon each other must necessarily create a 
strong bond of union” (p. 237), thus strengthening the mother-infant relationship. 
Understanding and responding to a child’s demands was apparent in parents’ responses to 
distressed children. ACRS (2002) described this as a mother’s obligation. Hamilton (1981) 
observed that the “Anbarra perceive crying as a distress signal which is accorded deep respect… 
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throughout life” (p. 163). The Anbarra were observed to engage children using smile-eliciting 
gestures as a means of setting up a responsive chain reaction, the adults responding to the child then 
the child responding to adults. This would lead to a “high level of excitement with laughing and 
chattering centred on the child, and culminating in the mother offering the breast to the child when 
it becomes over-excited and starts to cry” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 163). Kruske et al. (2012) also found 
that it was unacceptable to the remote Northern Australian communities to let a baby cry, and 
considered cruel not to respond. They also note that each cry communicated a specific need of the 
child. 
Malinowski (1913), Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) found babies continued to be breast 
fed at six months, and unless other children were born, could still be breastfed up to three to five 
years of age. Hamilton (1981) noted that breast milk was considered the most important food source 
for an infant and there was no rush to introduce solid foods. Anbarra children’s usual feeding 
routine consisted of spending up to 3 hours without feeding, then when awake the child could settle 
in with their mother for a feeding session which would last up to 30 minutes (Hamilton, 1981). The 
importance of this pattern for attachment behaviours lies in the fact that children were fed on 
demand, as Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) also notes, and when demands for food were 
expressed they were “readily and freely met, without strain or anger from the mother” (Hamilton, 
1981, p. 52). Hamilton observed that a child’s security about their mother and other caretakers was 
never threatened “because the child's wishes as expressed by crying are acceded to without demur, 
the child has considerable control over what happens to them… they never fear being left alone or 
behind” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 57). 
In earlier Aboriginal society, kin relationships were accorded high importance, and 
Malinowski’s observations of fathers with their children were that they demonstrated great 
affection, with little if any events of fathers treating children with severity (Malinowski, 1913). The 
father’s role was assumed to be “one of parental love and attachment” (Malinowski, 1913, p. 237). 
Geia (2012) captured this also in discussing the role of Bwgcolman men in caregiving where men, 
and specifically grandfathers, were the disciplinarians, yet this was nonetheless enacted through a 
sensitive and gentle use of body stance or whistling. Overall, individual relations between parents 
and children were observed to remain strong throughout the life of the child, as a result of the 
relationship formed during childhood, something found in most studies considered here (ACRS, 
2002; Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913; Priest et al., 2008; Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi, 2001). All authors identified an acceptance of children’s presence and indulgence in 
their demands, along with an absence of routines (ACRS, 2002; Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981; 
Kruske et al, 2012; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). Children 
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seemed to exist as “appendages to their caretakers’ activities” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 46), whilst 
nonetheless receiving high levels of stimulation from other people and their environment 
(Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001).  
ACRS (2002), Priest et al (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) all commented on 
family involvement as an important source of help for the mother. Hamilton (1981) likewise found 
that at six weeks of age children were sometimes handled by relatives, with at times several women 
caring for the child. This could be thought to contribute to diffuse attachments versus an exclusive 
bond between child and mother, however, this was not the case with the Anbarra mother, who 
exclusively “holds… carries… and is the only one to feed it” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 31). Between six 
to twelve months the child’s fear response developed, and soon after this phenomenon the child 
would demonstrate clear distress at the departure of their mother (Hamilton, 1981). Hamilton found 
that once the child was past the eight-month mark the infant would protest at the separation from 
their mother, but could be calmed by familiar figures (Hamilton, 1981). At the twelve-month mark, 
around the time they began to walk, they would protest if mothers left them with anyone, including 
familiar caregivers (Hamilton, 1981).  Between the ages of twelve to eighteen months the child was 
inconsolable if separated from their mother and would demand to go everywhere with them. In 
these instances, the child would howl briefly followed by “uncontrollable weeping” (Hamilton, 
1981, p. 56), and the community’s response to this would be to pressure the mother to return as they 
felt that a child should not be left crying (Hamilton, 1981). Because of the differing purposes of 
authors such as ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), this level 
of detail is not available in their studies for comparison with the picture provided by Hamilton.  
An important observation she makes is that teasing behaviours were never carried out by the 
child’s mother (Hamilton, 1981). Adults outside the biological family would draw the child into 
activities away from the mother, however once the child's interest was obtained the interaction was 
stopped or made unpleasurable so that the child would cry and return to their mother (Hamilton, 
1981). The ACRS report suggests that for the Central and Western Desert communities, teasing was 
a method of seeing how far a mother will go to protect her child (ACRS, 2002). 
Aboriginal parents were observed to have high levels of tolerance for their children’s 
behaviour. On occasions of high emotions or reactions, no efforts were made to restrain, reason 
with or explain why children should act in any other way. All adults generally were very tolerant of 
child-based activities and allowed the children to guide their own experiences (Hamilton, 1981; 
Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913). Parents also did not appear to punish or shout at children or 
remonstrate that any behaviour was unacceptable. Footprints in Time (DSS, 2015) found that this 
was a clear value of tolerance and respect for others and their independence among the families that 
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participated in their study. Likewise, children’s’ behaviour was simply accepted with a comment 
that they were wild, mad or cheeky in Hamilton’s (1981) and Malin’s (1989) observations. This 
parental acceptance of child-led behaviour was visible in the results of Malin’s (1989) interviews 
with Aboriginal mothers, where their comments demonstrated a belief that “giving too much 
attention to children had an undesirable impact on their behaviour” (p. 256). This however differed 
from some findings of ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Kruske et al. (2012), and Priest et al. (2008). In 
some of these studies, children would be sent to their aunts or verbal controls were used (ACRS, 
2002); others would be subject to discipline from the community in the form of chastising (ACRS, 
2002; Geia, 2012; Priest et al., 2008); or physical punishment and denial of privileges (Geia, 2012) 
and the use of fear and scaring to distract behaviours (Kruske et al, 2012) were applied. 
Malin (1989) observed components of parenting that were intended to build each child’s 
emotional toughness and assist the development of coping mechanisms against any physical or 
emotional hurt, whilst maintaining control and composure. ACRS (2002) highlighted this approach 
conceptually as ‘tough environment’s’ require ‘tough attitudes’. This was developed from an early 
age through “teasing and testing” (Malin, p. 203). This behaviour introduced conflict to the play 
activities as children would then tease each other, the presence of these interactions further 
demonstrating parental non-interventionist strategies, in that adults would refrain from intervening 
(ACRS, 2002) and “allow the situation to come to a natural end” (Malin, 1989, p. 200).  
Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) found that both fathers and mothers were very accepting 
of behaviour that could resemble non-compliance and rarely resorted to physical control or 
punishment. Children were expected to regulate their own behaviour and develop a caring response 
for each other amongst their peers (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989). Malin (1989) observed that 
children would take their time to decide if they would comply with an adult’s request, which she 
interpreted as parental respect for their “child’s ability to make decisions” (Malin, 1989, p. 179). 
For Hamilton, (1981), Malin, (1989) and Malinowski, (1913), compliance was expected only in 
times of danger or risk to safety, Hamilton observed that adults and parents generally made no 
demands of children: “They are content if the child remains unhurt, does not hurt other children, 
and keeps out of their way” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 77). ACRS (2002, p. 97) also supported this view 
with an emphasis on child directed “freedom to be responsible for one another” and to “sort out 
their own disagreements”. 
Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989) and Malinowski (1913) all observed that Aboriginal parents 
demonstrated a high tolerance for a variety of behaviours and did not coerce children to comply 
with adult commands. Yet Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) also witnessed practices used by 
Aboriginal parents to generate preferred behaviours. These were usually observed when play 
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became too risky or children were getting upset. These practices included overt controlling with the 
use of reprimand, direction and rationalisation, along with the use of teasing and scaring (Hamilton, 
1981; Malin, 1989).  The use of supernatural or spiritual beings was a common tactic employed to 
encourage children to adopt desired behaviours (Hamilton 1981; Malin 1989). Men were observed 
by Hamilton to use threat gestures with unruly children with less effect as children matured, and 
“by the time children are 5 the men give up trying” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 83). The use of tone was 
also seen as important in gaining compliance, with evidence that tone of voice was utilised to 
communicate the importance of compliance regarding safety or unacceptable behaviour (Malin, 
1989). 
Malin (1989) also comments that Aboriginal parents demonstrated less overt methods for 
encouraging behaviours including selective attendance to particular child acts, modelling, loaded 
conversations and informal conversations and stories whereby the speaker’s intent was to convey a 
particular lesson to the listener (Malin, 1989). These aspects were similarly identified by ACRS 
(2002) along with the use of threats to take children to their relatives. Hamilton (1981) observed the 
use of verbal commands and threats in relation to socialisation. Adults, however, were not upset if a 
command was not followed (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989). This was based on the belief that the 
child would eventually take responsibility for their actions (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989).  
Language use was simple and direct, for example parents were observed to say, “go get 
some water” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 78) and if the child complied it was accepted by adults without 
praise or thanks. There were no observable recriminations for disobedience, as well as no 
observable expectation for compliance (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913). 
Aboriginal children were observed to be treated with leniency, and parents were not seen to use 
extreme measures to control or correct their children; if the children were unruly “the mothers try to 
quiet them with fair words, or may scold… or even slap them gently” (Malinowski, 1913, p. 244). 
This lenience however did not mean carelessness, as Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989) and 
Malinowski (1913) all observed. Parents would be mindful and intervene should children stray too 
far alone or impact on each other’s safety (Hamilton, 1981; Malin, 1989; Malinowski, 1913). This 
was specifically captured in the following statement from Malinowski (1913): 
Of the lower Darling River tribes it is stated that the children are not only very 
leniently treated by their parents, but that they are not spoilt at all. “One word 
from the parent generally is sufficient to check a child when doing wrong, and 
the greatest respect is shown to parents by their children”. (Bonney in 
Malinowski, 1913, p. 240) 
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Hamilton observed that with Anbarra parents there was very little focus on verbal 
communication or excitement about an infant’s first words. This was attributed to most 
communication being through non-verbal interactions. ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) also noted that the use of non-verbals was a distinguishing aspect of 
communication for Central and Western Desert peoples. This reliance on non-verbal 
communication “does not hinder the child in an environment where there is nothing much to ask for 
and nothing is out of reach” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 65).  
Hamilton (1981) noted that as there was no observed overt focus on developing language, 
this appeared to impact on the development of child questioning, with Anbarra three to four-year-
olds asking comparatively few questions. Hamilton (1981) notes, “While the Anbarra children may 
be equally imaginative and inventive, curiosity is not encouraged or developed” (p. 80). The “Burra 
language has no single word for 'why' and the question is so seldom asked by anyone adult or child” 
(Hamilton, 1981, p. 80). 
Malin (1989) observed that the concept of safety for urban Aboriginal parents in Adelaide 
was more around controlling the environment over controlling or monitoring the child. To achieve 
this parents would “keep the front gate locked so that the infants can play anywhere in the yard, 
preferably under the supervision of an older sibling” (Malin, 1989, p. 177). Aboriginal parents were 
found by Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) to allow the use of implements considered dangerous, 
such as small knives and spears, based on adult perceptions that children will learn as they go. 
Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001, p. 10) also reinforced this view, stating that children “find out 
fire is hot by mother or grandmother letting the child touch a little”. Hamilton (1981) and Malin 
(1989) both suggest that parents believe their children will gain competence and understanding and 
are guided by their natural practical inquisitiveness. They also felt that if the children hurt 
themselves it was a natural consequence of the growing process and a lesson for the child to know 
that they can’t play that way anymore.  
The last of the themes identified in the content analysis and discussed here provides some 
clarity around those aspects of Aboriginal child rearing that informed the transmission of culture, 
identity and understandings to the next generations and, as such, the cultural constructions of 
Aboriginal communities. 
4.6.3 Cultural identity 
Malin (1989) found that Aboriginal parents wanted their children to remember who they 
were in terms of their Aboriginal identity. This was inculcated through maintaining tangible 
connections with traditional Aboriginal cultural heritage in the form of values and socialising 
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practices, developing autonomy and formulating an understanding of what family meant to each 
member of the community (Malin, 1989). 
Conversely, Hamilton (1981) found that defining the Aboriginal family included an 
orientation to family values, with each individual demonstrating who can be relied upon when in 
need of love and reciprocal relationships. This premise was considered an important aspect of 
emotional development and was demonstrated by parents urging children to share, show 
compassion, care for younger family members, take risks and by controlled teasing, scaring and 
cheek pinching (Hamilton, 1981). ACRS (2002), Priest et al (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) emphasised the essential nature of family, relationships and kinship, with 
children told about their relationships to those around them, which strengthens the child’s 
understanding of their place within this social structure. 
Malin (1989) found that Aboriginal families maintained an underlying priority to develop 
their children as autonomous individuals, provided the children recognised and respected the 
importance of their family. Kruske et al. (2012) also found that children’s autonomy was developed 
through supporting them to make their own decisions, while ACRS (2002) included trust by parents 
that children could make such decisions for themselves. Hamilton (1981) also found this and that it 
resulted in children being independent, and fully able to exert their point of view over adults by the 
time they have turned five. Hamilton (1981) found that autonomy was inculcated through involving 
children in adult daily activities, where learning was achieved with minimal supervision through 
immersion in adults’ daily life (Hamilton, 1981), in essence developing a ‘following’ experience 
where the child could choose to be involved in the adults’ world, without expecting the adult to 
constantly teach. Fundamental components to developing autonomy for children included 
establishing mutual respect in relationships, with Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) both observing 
behaviours that represented a social equality between children and adults, leading to acceptance of 
one another.  
Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) observed that children were often treated as equals by 
being included in most social gatherings, where they were expected to be autonomous, self-reliant 
and self-regulating individuals. ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi  
(2001) clarified this as children having a set place within the community and kin network. Children 
could be addressed for example as “my little auntie… my little grandfather” (Priest et al., 2008, p. 
128). Malin (1989) found social equality was reflected in language, in that Aboriginal parents did 
not expect their children to defer to them through the use of language or manners (Malin, 1989). 
She also observed fewer language taboos than was typical for non-Indigenous families. From the 
ages of about four onwards adults and children conducted conversations in which they acted as 
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equals. Self-reliance was admired and valued as integral in enhancing each child’s ability to protect 
themselves, both against racism as well as physical and emotional harm (Malin, 1989). Developing 
autonomous, self-reliant children meant children could effectively fend for themselves. Malin 
(1989) observed that adults also benefitted from this, with the development of autonomous, self-
reliant children meaning adults also achieved autonomy for themselves (Malin, 1989). Malin (1989) 
found that parents would encourage and support their children’s independence and self-reliance by 
placing high levels of trust in them. This was implicit in allowing children to make decisions for 
themselves and accepting their child’s judgement with the same validity as accorded to an adult.  
In interviews with Aboriginal families Malin (1989) found that the values modelled were 
those that were deemed as most important. When asked what she wanted for her children, one 
Aboriginal woman replied, “I want my kids to value the people.  I really want them to respect other 
people, and our old people. To treat other people the same as they wanted to be treated” (Malin, 
1989, p. 259). Malin (1989) noted that self-aggrandizement behaviour was discouraged for children, 
including any behaviour that was oriented towards selfishness and excessive self-concern. 
Footprints in Time (DSS, 2015) and SNAICC (2013) both note that understanding Aboriginal 
values could lead to an insight into understanding Aboriginal children’s outcomes. Footprints in 
Time (DSS, 2015) identified tolerance and respect for others, independence, responsibility, hard 
work, and unselfishness as key values of importance for the families involved in their study. 
However, they do not explain these values or how they would teach them to their children. 
4.7 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have explained the processes of selection and content analysis of documents 
that provide a conceptual basis for the thesis. I have also presented the themes that emerged from 
the content analysis of studies that have discussed the intricacies of Aboriginal parenting over 
differing times and locations, noting that Hamilton’s (1981) work in particular was seminal to such 
discussions, and thus formed one of three key baseline studies used in this thesis. Overall, this has 
provided insight into aspects of Aboriginal child rearing and guided analytical decision-making 
with respect to understanding parenting, and this is expressed in the themes of child rearing 
responsibilities, parental responsiveness, and cultural identity that emerged from the content 
analysis of the documents. 
The organisation of this information under these three headings has allowed for structuring 
of the information contained in previous research, most of which concerned regions and periods 
separate to that of the current study.  The ensuing chapters elaborate on these themes through 
consideration of the voiced experiences of Brisbane Elders and the families that participated in the 
research, coupled with my observations and interpretations as the researcher. This begins in the next 
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chapter with exploration of the Elders experiences. In particular, the discussion includes their 
recollections of their experiences of parenting, including how they were raised, and how they then 
parented their own children. 
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Chapter 5 Stage Two: Elders’ focus group 
5.1 Introduction 
In Stage Two of this research, I conducted a focus group with the Elders, centred on 
exploring Aboriginal child rearing. This established a secondary source of data, with the result that 
this provided snapshots of their lived experiences. Synthesis of the results from Stages One and 
Two then informed an observation and assessment matrix for the final stage of the data gathering, 
the ethnographic study of participant families. Two related experiences of Aboriginal Elders were 
explored: firstly, how they remembered being raised by their parents or primary caregivers, with the 
aim of specifically developing familiarity with any key concepts, beliefs and behaviours 
remembered by them; secondly, the Elders’ journey of raising their own children within their 
communities was explored, identifying key points that reflected Aboriginal parenting behaviours. 
As the primary goal of Stage Two was to elicit insights into history and lived experience for 
Elders, I identified a focus group as the best means of obtaining this data, while also operating in a 
way that provided the most support, sensitivity and cultural appropriateness in accordance with 
Aboriginal protocols. My research was a particularly sensitive topic because it required Elders to 
speak about lost relatives, both in the sense of mortality, and as a function of the policies that 
resulted in the advent of the Stolen Generations through forced removals. My approach to managing 
this sensitively was to follow each participant’s lead and allow conversation to flow naturally whilst 
using prompting questions throughout. 
5.2 Participants 
Historically, the participant Elders lived through times of significant struggle and change 
within Australian society, and were subjected to many of the policies that a postcolonialist 
perspective illuminates. These ranged from the adverse effects of social policy and legislation that 
placed Aboriginal Australians under the direct rule of legislative bodies and religious institutions, to 
the impact of policies such as segregation and assimilation. It also included major political changes 
such as the 1967 Referendum removing the ‘races power’ clause within Section 51 of the 
Constitution, and the census clause at Section 127, which allowed Aboriginal Australians to be 
counted in the national census (Australian Government, 2000).  
Participants in the focus group had an average age of 65, the oldest being 81 and the 
youngest 52. This meant that their direct observations and experiences reached back further than 
most of the studies identified in this thesis, with their birth years ranging from 1930 to 1961. The 
relevance of this resides in the fact that the Elders’ information adds to the findings from Chapter 
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Four in relation to Aboriginal parenting practices, based on their individual parenting experiences 
and personal recollections of being parented themselves. 
All Elders’ completed a demographic information sheet (Appendix C) for the purposes of 
the research, and to inform the researcher of the depth of participant’s experiences and background. 
All areas of traditional family connection were located in Queensland, but will not be individually 
listed to ensure confidentiality of participants. In summary, the average age of Elders at the birth of 
their first child was 20 years of age, immediate family members such as mothers, sisters, 
grandmothers and fathers were identified as the main providers of comfort in recollections of 
Elders’ childhoods, and most respondents identified that comfort was usually communicated by 
physical contact and proximity of the care giver. The focus group participants were Elders who 
were separate from and were not members of the Brisbane council of Elders. They heard about the 
study from the Council and expressed an interest in me contacting them to be involved in the 
discussions. 
5.3 Focus Group Process 
The focus group provided safety and participant control over the information they chose to 
share, and resonated most closely with Indigenous preferences regarding the importance of 
‘yarning’ as a vehicle to discuss and share information (Fredericks et al., 2011). This approach 
allowed for in-depth exploration of research themes with the aim of integrating Stage One and 
Stage Two data, thereby establishing a framework for exploring Indigenous parenting during Stage 
Three, the ethnographic study.  
The Aboriginal process of ‘yarning’ was a central method applied to the focus group in this 
study. Yarning, as described by Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010, p. 37), is “an Indigenous cultural 
form of conversation”. It is more than a soft exchange, and embodies protocols, respect and 
engagement in relationships based on an exchange through a process of accountability (Martin, 
2008). Yarning as a process fits with a focus group methodology through similarities in the 
structuring of information flow, while adding to this process through establishing strong 
relationships. 
5.4 Focus Group Preparation 
Groundwork is a fundamental step in running focus groups. Prior promotion and 
information sharing must take place to ensure that there is specific interest in the topic and that 
interest in participating in the focus group can be maintained (Krueger & Casey, 2000). 
The marketing of this research involved information sharing, permission seeking and then 
interest gathering. This was achieved by presenting the research proposal to the Brisbane Council of 
Elders to obtain their support and identifying any problems or issues achieved. I first negotiated to 
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share information on the status of the research with one of the Elders. This two-way relationship 
was pivotal in generating interest and support to participate in the focus group, as the Elder had an 
established network of peers and was able to communicate directly with them as an intermediary 
and provide guidance for me on appropriate methods of communication and protocols. Although an 
Indigenous man myself and part of the Brisbane Aboriginal community, I wanted to ensure that the 
study was conducted as respectfully as possible. 
Prior to conducting the focus group, I established a discussion guide to ensure the 
information I was investigating had the best chance of surfacing during discussions. This guide first 
started to develop in my conversations with one Elder, where I was advised that it would be helpful 
if I had some framework to assist in keeping discussion on track, as it was my responsibility to help 
them provide the information I was seeking. Litosseliti (2003) refers to establishing a semi-
structured discussion guide as a tool to assist facilitators in covering points of interest and keeping 
discussions on track. In this case the guide consisted of three key themes divided into 39 open-
ended questions, which accords with Barbour (2007) and Stewart, Shamdasani, and Rook’s (2007) 
guidance on the best-fit framework to guide focus group discussion. Stewart & Shamdasani (1990) 
note that a very homogenous group has the ability to move very quickly through questions as 
discussions unfold. The question guide was developed according to the three key themes identified 
in conducting the content analysis of previous studies, as discussed in Chapter Four. These three 
key themes were those identified through the content analysis, namely, child rearing 
responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural identity. The Elders focus group discussion 
guide is attached at Appendix D. 
In developing the discussion guide I refined the content analysis spreadsheet by sorting it 
into themes and then developed exploratory questions regarding these. These categories were then 
presented to two Elders’ for comment. The feedback received was that these questions were 
appropriate and should allow for robust discussion, without limiting the scope of the areas to be 
discussed. I made some changes to language, ensuring that simple English was used to explain what 
I wanted to explore. Knowing there was limited time to bring the Elders’ together due to their other 
commitments, I needed to ensure the best opportunity to obtain robust information on the Elders’ 
experiences, recollections and memories regarding parenting. 
I was unsure of the numbers attending until the start of the focus group, which is 
acknowledged as one of the limitations and major stressors of this process. Litosseliti (2003) and 
Edmunds (1999) comment that focus groups in the social sciences usually run most effectively with 
numbers ranging from 6-10 participants.  On the day, six Elders attended and participated in the 
focus group. This number worked favourably as it was large enough to gain an in-depth view of 
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participants’ experiences whilst not being too large to keep the discussion focused. The size of the 
group allowed for in-depth discussions around meaning and experience, as well as establishing 
difference and congruence between Elders’ recollections. Lunch and refreshments were provided as 
well as transport to accommodate the needs of each participant. Transport was offered in the form 
of taxi vouchers with some participants accepting this, whilst others preferred to make their own 
way to the venue. No other remuneration was offered to or requested by Elders. 
5.5 Conducting the Focus Group 
On the day of the focus group, I welcomed all participants and allowed them time to settle 
and connect between each other. This was important as for some it had been a long time since they 
had seen each other.  In accordance with the ideas of Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) the location was 
an environment that was known to the Elders and with which they had familiarity and comfort from 
previous experience. To guide the selection of an appropriate location the Elders’ suggested a small 
Aboriginal organisation that we all knew and agreed upon. Supporting the Elders’ choice of 
preferred environment contributed to them feeling relaxed and culturally safe. This approach 
promoted comfort for all involved. Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) note that focusing on creating a 
safe space and building relationships for participants contributes to the depth of information shared.  
After 15 minutes, the Elders signalled they were ready by directing questions to me 
regarding what I was looking to find out and how they could help. I re-introduced myself and verbal 
permission was obtained from each participant for the focus group to be audio recorded. I explained 
that this would make it easier to refer back to material after analysis and that any recordings would 
be safeguarded for privacy throughout the research process. Each Elder received a copy of the 
participant guidelines unique to their participation (Appendix E), and we then completed the 
participant consent forms (Appendix F), I advised the Elders that the study had received ethics 
approval from both the University of Queensland and the Brisbane Council of Elders. I then 
introduced the study, outlining what I was seeking from each participant, which was to help me 
understand Aboriginal parenting as experienced by each of them as parents and as children.  
As the relationship developed between us during the time, so too did the information 
provided. It was important as facilitator that I relaxed and let go of the desire to chase information, 
and let participants talk freely about their experiences, thoughts and ideas. I advised participants 
that I had some questions that I would ask along the way to help guide the discussion, but that they 
were able to let their story unfold in the way that was most comfortable for them. I wanted to ensure 
that each participant had time to be heard and that I did not restrict answers or impose any time 
pressures. This I found allowed me to ask extending questions as their story unfolded, adding to the 
depth of information I received.  
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I used my interview guide as a tool to introduce themes, prevent intrusiveness or lead 
responses. I adopted a process of asking one question to facilitate discussion, and then my role was 
to prompt, explore and extend the discussion throughout. When participants would make a 
statement that was general such as “my growing up was very good” I would explore this by 
prompting participants to elaborate on their responses. This was a function of my training both as a 
social worker and in operating within a family partnerships framework (Davis, Day, & Bidmead, 
2002), the essence of which is based on exploration of meaning and establishing a shared 
understanding. As each individual’s story unfolded I was able to cross check these answers against 
questions in my interview guide. 
5.6 Researcher Role 
The role of the researcher running focus groups is that of moderator (Litosseliti, 2003; 
Morgan, 1997; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990), conducting the process as a situational group 
interview. The moderating role requires balance and objectivity to ensure participant responses are 
not affected by moderators’ responses and non-verbal actions. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) 
indicate that an effective moderator should balance sensitivity and empathy with objectivity and 
detachment to ensure limited bias. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) describe bias as being 
experienced by participants through any differences in a facilitator’s responses to questions, for 
example, being energetic to favourable responses and less positive to those that may be non-
favourable. I managed this by ensuring all responses were greeted with support and maintaining a 
questioning mind in wanting to know more about their experiences. Litosseliti (2003) further 
suggests traits such as encouraging both negative and positive views, remaining neutral, non-
judgemental, flexible and adaptable as a listener are valuable in providing support for focus group 
participants. I incorporated these skills in ensuring that space was provided for all responses by 
communicating to participants that I was interested in their experiences through genuine curiosity 
and interest. 
5.7 Data Recording 
The demographic information was captured using a single page questionnaire that was then 
tabulated for ease of reference and information (Table 2).  
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Table 2. Focus Group Participants Demographic Information 
Elder Age Education Area 
 
 
 
Parents age at 
your birth 
Your age 
at first 
child 
Primary carer as 
recollected 
When you think 
of comfort who 
do you see 
comforting you 
How do you 
remember 
receiving 
comfort 
1 54 Tertiary SW QLD M (27) F (28) 17 Mother & 
Grandmother 
Mother Hugs, 
stayed 
close to 
mum 
2 70 Not stated Central 
Qld 
M (40) F (48) No 
children 
Both M & F Older sister & 
Mother 
Hugs, lots of 
talking and 
positive 
encouragement 
3 81 Year 6 SE Qld Not stated 22 Mother Mother Embracing, 
hugging 
4 62 Not stated SE Qld M & F Late 30’s 20 Both M & F Mother and 
Father 
Hugs, soothing 
talk and 
cheering me up 
5 72 Year 7 Central 
Qld 
Unknown 20 Grandmother Grandmother By many other 
women 
6 52 Year 10 Se Qld M (20) F (21) 21 Both M & F Both mother 
and father 
Hugs, kisses 
and talking 
This information was de-identified to ensure the confidentiality of respondents was 
maintained. The focus group discussions were audio recorded with permission from all participants. 
These audio recordings were then transcribed with all participants, de-identified and allocated an 
identifier of Elder 1 through to Elder 6, to facilitate tracking of discussions and responses, as well as 
level of participation for each topic. Participants were all offered a copy of the transcript to ensure 
accuracy, and that this would be mailed to each participant at completion of transcription if they 
wished. All participants declined this offer stating that it was not necessary. What was provided in 
its stead was a summary of key points gained from the focus group, attached to a letter of thanks for 
their participation in the research. 
5.8 Findings 
The information captured from the focus group discussions will be structured in a similar 
order to that of the content analysis. Specifically, correspondence of headings will assist in analysis 
in later discussions. These headings are, as already indicated, child rearing responsibilities, parental 
responsiveness and cultural identity. 
5.8.1 Child rearing responsibilities 
Specific experiences of child rearing will be described within the context of identifying and 
explaining parenting behaviours, the teaching of parent craft, and commentary on attachment 
behaviours. 
When discussing who was primarily responsible for the care of them as children and who 
cared for their children, participants generally spoke of (biological) mothers as the first and main 
carer, followed by aunts and women in the community. One participant (Elder 4) spoke of having to 
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be responsible for themselves and being raised on a mission. Three participants (Elders 1, 2 & 3) 
spoke of the importance of their mothers, aunts and women in the family group in helping to raise 
children. All participants commented that it was not uncommon for the wider community to be 
involved in providing care such as child minding for parents, and recollections of one participant 
highlighted the confidence parents had that others would care for their children: 
  
Elder 2: I remember how my social workers would come in to childcare and 
want to say, “Oh that woman’s not looking after her family, because there’s no 
food in the fridge”, but we knew that that child had lots of relatives…we know 
the child wouldn’t starve because relatives wouldn’t let it starve.  
 
This concept was spoken about by the Elders as children having many parents, meaning 
having a community that would look out for the child, ensuring they were safe, and that their needs 
such as food, housing or protection would be met. Elders agreed that care was deeper than food in 
the fridge or the ability, as the biological parent, to provide clothes. Care was defined as the child 
knowing there was always someone to go to in times of need (Elders 1, 2, 3, & 4). The phrase 
“many parents” was defined by them as ensuring children were well resourced in meeting their 
needs, and not necessarily acting as mothers and fathers. This is supported by ACRS (2002), Priest 
et al., (2008) and Waltja (2001), who found that there could be multiple mothers also clearly noted 
that children were primarily brought back to their mothers for soothing and comfort. Geia (2012) on 
the other hand found that caring was not confined solely to parents with caring for children 
encapsulated within a wider cultural and environmental context. By which I understand her to mean 
care for children was carried our by all in the community. 
Elders 1 and 3 discussed soothing children through the use of voice, and said it was useful to 
speak or sing to the children whilst moving. Both Elders also referred to the importance of relatives 
in giving parents a break, noting that members of the extended family (like aunts, uncles and 
grandparents) were likely to have more patience than parents (Elders’ 1 & 3).  
The Elders’ said that learning to parent was centred on developing an understanding of what 
it meant to be a child, and to feel confident and child-focused in the parenting role. This was 
knowledge that was usually shared or modelled by grandmothers, as these family members were 
primarily responsible for handing down knowledge on how to look after babies and teaching 
mothers how to rear their children. The Footprints in Time report (DSS, 2015) also identified the 
role of grandmothers as responsible for teaching their children how to parent.  
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Two Elders’ conversation especially exemplified this relationship of learning, particularly 
with regard to the role of grandmothers: 
Elder 4: And granny was there … we helped her, but you know, poor old 
granny couldn’t read and write and we were there to help her, and we couldn’t 
do much either because we never had the education. We just talked to … 
Elder 1: But she would of taught you a lot about child rearing and that. 
Elder 4: Yes. You know, how to cook and things like that... 
Elder 1: How to look after the babies and how to look after the children. 
 
Elders’ spoke of providing children with time to develop their skills and abilities, with the 
discussion moving to the expectations for children to reach verbal and physical milestones. One 
participant (Elder 4) spoke about the differences they thought existed between Aboriginal and non-
Indigenous parenting, stating that the perception was that non-Indigenous parents had specific 
expectations and timeframes for their children to achieve certain skills: Elder 4: “It was like a badge 
of honour, my child walked at six months, my child walked at eight months.”  
Five participants (Elders’ 1-5) said clearly that their experience and way of being raised and 
raising children was to let the child’s development occur in the child’s time. Elder 1 noted that it 
was important to “allow them to develop themselves”.  
Elders reflected that child learning was assisted through the modelling of older children, a 
clear reflection of Hamilton’s findings, and also through adults treating them as equals. This would 
often result in expecting children to settle their own disputes and learn to problem solve from an 
early age. Three Elders echoed that this was important, as it taught children to be resilient and able 
to stand up for themselves in a society that could be hard on them (Elders’ 2, 3 & 5). The children 
were raised to be independent because of the adversity that parents knew would be present in their 
lives. They were also taught that family could always be depended on.  
This also resulted in children being provided with freedom to make choices and settle issues 
without adult intervention. The fact of having to deal with adversity from a young age was seen as a 
learning and developmental opportunity for children to solve their way through life’s challenges, as 
seen in this dialogue between Elder 1 and 3: 
 
Elder 1: We had to learn to solve our own problems, Mum and Dad would not 
step in and solve our problems, and I reckon that’s made us stronger, you know 
what I mean, made us stronger. 
Elder 3: Character building… 
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Again in reflection of Hamilton’s (1981) and Malin’s (1989) observations, three participants 
spoke clearly of the role of older children. As adults would not intervene there was an expectation 
that older children would care for and protect those younger than them. This was not only within 
biological siblings, but held for care and support of all children in the peer group. ACRS (2002) 
supported this in their comments on adults taking a stance of non-interference in, and support for 
children’s daily activities. Elders’ 1, 3 and 4 mentioned children caring for babies and assisting with 
daily activities such as feeding. Elder 4 recalled visiting a family where the cousin was making 
bottles for a baby. Elder 1 spoke of seeing six and seven-year-olds changing babies’ napkins. 
 
Elder 1: But I think that’s… they’re able to do it, are capable of doing it, I 
think that’s alright, you know, they feel ok about it. If they don’t want to do it 
and say “Oh I don’t want to do this, well alright”, someone else will do it, 
yeah. 
 
This also showed the acceptance that adults have about respecting children’s choices and 
decisions. Elder 3 elaborated on this, stating that it was ok and it represented learning opportunities 
that flowed in a dynamic way.  
The Elders had a general perception that children’s confidence came from having their 
needs met early in their development and supporting their choices as they aged, and that was 
usually centred around the process of eating. This feeding process was identified by Elders 1-5 as 
important in developing confidence. Aboriginal babies were fed whenever the baby initiated the 
process, which resulted in children always experiencing a sensation of having their needs met and 
never having to experience loss or emptiness, isolation or being alone. The impact of this was to 
build confidence in children through knowledge that their needs would be met. The Elders linked 
this to the concept of never doing anything to damage a child's confidence. Elder 3 commented that 
meeting needs was important and resulted in a situation of “the confidence is just being built, like 
building blocks of confidence”. 
 
Elder 1 supported this, saying: And you imagine if they have that confidence 
and what that does to their self-confidence, and that helps them to build that 
confidence and self-esteem. 
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The key issue identified by Elders centred on the interrelationship between confidence and 
meeting a child’s needs from birth. 
The Elders’ all spoke of promoting learning through observation. Children were encouraged 
to learn by observing other people, their attitude towards others and their surrounds. This was 
generally thought of by all Elders as providing a positive learning process. There was no focus on 
telling or step-by-step instruction: 
 
Elder 3: I don’t remember being given lectures or told or taught to or talked at, 
I do remember actually the old man saying “You watch this”, ‘cause he was a 
carpenter, “You watch how this is done”… and being the navvy too of course, 
“Go and get this and go and get that, bring this hammer over here”, yeah.  
 
As learning was explored, the discussion flowed naturally to social development and how 
this was supported. With regard to social development, learning was identified as a process which 
took place beneath the verbal channel, through the modelling of expected behaviours and values. 
Elder 2 also spoke of this as “Milbino, the eye of the ear”, explaining that understanding was 
developed through seeing, not telling; Elder 3 spoke of “knowing in your foot” referring to the 
actions of understanding by doing. 
Elders’ would not rush a child’s learning or development, explaining that knowledge will 
come to you when you were ready, and that whilst a child might not be able to achieve something at 
the time, this did not mean they never would. Elders’ accepted that children should be given time 
and space to explore their skills and abilities, and their environment. Elder 1 spoke of this as an 
understanding of the difference between people and that they will often mature at different times, 
and hence be ready for knowledge at different stages of their life. All Elders’ noted that Aboriginal 
children were raised to be very independent and this could take the form of caring for themselves or 
siblings from an early age: 
 
Elder 3: Her brothers were learning to look after each other and cook at an 
early stage, that happens with a lot of kids. You’ll see little seven, eight, nine-
year-olds can cook breakfast for themselves and look after themselves… 
they’re taught great independence.  
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Giving time and space for children to care for themselves and make their own decisions was 
a sign of respect for the child’s abilities and recognition of their strength as a member of the 
community with equal standing: 
 
Researcher: Can you share with me about expectations of older children and 
their responsibilities? 
Elder 2: Yes. That’s really common hey. Older child responsibility 
Elder 3: But that’s so common, that older one looking after a younger one. 
Elder 1: Yeah. The older ones look after the younger ones, but yet that just 
happens automatically it seems, doesn’t it? 
Elder 3: And that’s okay, you let them. It’s all a learning, a big learning, to me 
that's that dynamic sort of thing, you know. 
 
This adult responsibility was clear in the Elders’ considerations of communicating with 
children: 
Elder 3: And one of the things that I was taught from my parents is that when a 
little child comes up to talk to you, you never say, “Wait, adults are talking”. 
Elder 6: It’s real important that they’re equal with you even though they’re 
little people as far as attention goes, and in other ways for attention especially, 
I mean they’re not an adult, we all know that, but they are due that respect if 
they need attention and you’re the adult. 
 
The Elders reflected on the role of adults encouraging children to be in control of their 
space. The concept of “children should be seen and not heard” was not evident in any of their 
discussions. This may have importance in understanding school engagement and dealing with 
authority figures throughout a child’s life experiences in non-Indigenous settings. 
All Elders’ spoke of non-interference in children’s activities and this flowed down to times 
when children were experiencing disagreements. Children were expected to sort out and solve their 
own problems without reliance on adult interventions. This was clear in the findings of ACRS 
(2002), Hamilton (1981), and Malin (1989) that children should be left to engage in their activities 
without adult interference unless they were experiencing distress. This experience was identified as 
one of building strength, fortitude and character for children: 
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Elder 1: We had to settle our own disputes, Mum and Dad wouldn’t interfere… 
don’t tell tales, you settle your fights yourself. And you know, when we went 
to school we were the only black kids in the school and we had lots of 
problems at our school, but Mum and Dad said they would not go to that 
school. We had to sort our problems. And you know, I reckon that made us a 
lot stronger than some of the other kids I saw there. 
 
5.8.2 Parental responsiveness 
The following discussion of parental responsiveness will incorporate social emotional 
development, with specific reference to the development of confidence, developmental milestones, 
learning and play, and how these attributes contribute to a child’s environment. Then, managing 
behaviours as a function of parental responsiveness will be discussed, including exploration of the 
use of discipline, compliance, expectations and communication. 
When speaking of care for children all Elders agreed that this should be taken into account 
in all areas of child rearing, and stated that it was not possible to over-nurture children. Specifically, 
children could not be spoilt from receiving what outside observers might deem as excessive 
lenience or indulgence. On the contrary, Elders stated clearly that children should have all of their 
indulgences met, and this would contribute to the child experiencing their world as supportive, thus 
they would feel the importance of their existence:  
 
Elder 5: It’s … you know, if the child wants you, and you were saying before, 
if a child wanted to talk to you, you’d take the time and listen at their level 
until they’re ready, they’ve got their fill and off they’ll go. 
Elder 1: And that’s not indulging, no. 
 
All Elders agreed that violence and negative behaviours were not considered the ‘norm’ for 
Aboriginal families and were not to be tolerated.  What the participants identified as acceptable 
parenting behaviours were those that met the needs of the child and allowed them to experience this 
world, while looking out for their physical (dangers), emotional (support) and spiritual (lore and 
culture) safety and well-being. 
Some behaviours Elders spoke of centred around how they established strong connections 
between children and their biological parents and are reflective of attachment related responses. 
Elders’ 1, 3, 4 and 5 spoke of the importance of independence and then this flowed into discussions 
around being responsive to children. One of the major points that arose from this discussion for the 
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majority of the participants was the importance of being responsive to children’s emotional needs. 
Responsiveness and independence were inter-related, due to each child’s fundamental awareness 
that they would receive support when they required it. 
This was achieved by attending to upset children straight away, echoing their discussion of 
meeting the needs of children as they arose, such as with regard to physical needs such as eating, 
and the flow-on effects that this would have in assisting the development of confidence in children. 
Responding to child’s needs was also central in the findings of ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) 
and described as the mothers obligation. Hamilton (1981) showed there was a deep respect for 
children’s upset and Kruske et al. (2012) similarly identified that it was considered cruel not 
responding to children when they were upset. 
Three participants (Elders 1, 3 & 5) commented on what was expected in caring for babies, 
a consequence of the discussion of being responsive to a child’s needs. The comment was that 
babies should never be left to cry alone or put down when they were crying. 
On the interplay of comforting children, Elder 4, who had experienced different care from a 
young age due to being removed as a child, commented that: 
 
Yeah. But they do in a lot of the nurseries. What… like if you… if I found a 
child playing up I’d just say… Well you go and sit over there for a while... and, 
you know, try and understand what it’s like through a children’s eyes. Go and 
sit over there just for a minute, and you’re going to do what you’re told.  
 
Elders differed in perceptions of ways to respond to crying by children. Elders 1, 3 and 5 
spoke about singing to the child whilst moving about, or speaking to the child about their family 
land and stories of where they belong, and that this was soothing for them. They also mentioned 
that it was, at times, a relative who would look after the soothing of children. The Elders also 
referred to the interplay of comforting children and using this as a further way of connecting with 
culture. Specifically, they would walk with their children and talk about where the children belong 
(in reference to their traditional land and language). This would help children become aware that 
they were a part of a kinship group, not simply individuals. Elder 3 captured this clearly in saying: 
 
But that usually goes along with sharing food and sharing everything, so the 
child is…  when it comes to resources… that child will be looked after for life, 
you know, there’s no such thing as ‘the others’, that we are all - and you could 
even see that in old, apparently traditional lullabies, where the wording of it 
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really is something about… give to me, give to him, give to all… and it’s a 
chant, you know.  
 
In response to questions about what was considered acceptable behaviour for children, 
Elders 1 and 2 said they thought it was more relevant to ask the question of what is acceptable 
behaviours for adults. This was a result of the Elders’ discussion that there was very little that was 
unacceptable for children, as they were given freedom to choose their actions and behaviours. 
Elders 3, 4 and 5 stated that the perceptions of permissiveness or leniency that may be the 
judgement of outside observers was a misperception. Elder 3 stated this succinctly, saying:  
 
What is seen as permissive or lenient is a mistake, it’s actually different – they 
are totally misreading it actually in the sense that if you are bringing up 
children and have a society that is a very dynamic society, well you’re not 
going to be a control freak, you know what I mean, you’re just simply not 
going to be. You can’t if it’s dynamic. If you want it to be dynamic.  
 
Elders 2 and 3 further commented that children were expected to find their own way in 
developing their strengths, confidence and understandings. Elder 3 described this as a concept of 
ownership, “we own ourselves, whereas to me ‘whitefellas’, they have to fit into a system because 
their society is so high bound”.  
A continuous thread throughout the Elders’ discussion was that children were traditionally 
given great freedom, and the focus of raising them was in building and supporting independence. 
Four participants (Elders’ 1, 2, 3 & 5) commented that non-Indigenous parents and professionals 
may see this as treating the children as adults. Elder 5 responded to this by noting that this way of 
being with children was about paying due respect according to their abilities, as is clear in the 
preceding discussion. This was also a part of treating children as social equals and ensuring respect 
was modelled to children from a young age. ACRS (2002) and Priest et al. (2008) explained this as 
children possessing a set place within their community and according them the respect of such. 
Tolerance was described as the responsibility of adults. All participants (Elders’ 1-6) 
commented that it was a priority to meet the needs of children, knowing that if you recognised and 
met the needs of your child early, then the child would allow you, as the adult, to have similar 
freedoms. 
This approach of social equality was a firm point from all participants and it was clearly the 
participants’ view that it is the adults’ responsibility to tolerate any requests from the child in order 
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to meet their needs. Elder 6 commented that this was important because children were equal with 
adults in so far as the need for attention went, whilst also recognising that the children were not 
adults in the sense of being able to be fully self-sufficient. Tolerance, participants reflected, was 
learnt through accepting poor behaviour (usually from non-Indigenous persons) and not reacting to 
it. Elders 1, 3 & 4 commented on the impact of racism and rude behaviours and how this brought 
about the development of balance and acceptance.  For example, Elder 3 discussed the impact of 
being spoken to derogatorily: 
 
I won’t get angry and tell her off, it’s like being rather than the um… what do 
you call it… The learning thing, the didactic, you know, trying to give the 
lesson, that’s the lesson in a way. So you’re expected to learn in all these sort 
of different levels, both practically, physically, mentally and emotionally and 
psychological. 
 
Two participants (Elders 1 & 4) spoke of children learning how to treat others from 
observing families, parents and the community, and that the importance was placed on maintaining 
harmony in relationships and balance in all things. Elder 3 described concepts like tolerance as 
being taught through establishing the terms for the relationship, noting that, on a developmental 
level, the child will know they can’t compete with adults as they don’t have the words or the 
emotional strengths to do so. It therefore falls to the adults to remain aware of this difference in 
dealing with children. This helped parents refrain from negative representations of their children; 
there was no such thing as a difficult, bad or terrible child, they were ‘cheeky’ or ‘wild’. This 
language had more positive connotations than negative. The child was accepted for who they were: 
 
Elder 3: The child, no matter how bold they are, they can’t cope with or 
compete with an adult, arguing and fighting an adult ‘cause they haven’t got 
the words, haven’t got the emotional thing, you know what I mean, the 
physical strength, all the rest of it. Doesn't have it, you know. 
Elder 2: It’s not on even terms. 
Elder 3: It’s not an even playing field basically hey, and so it’s crazy to think 
otherwise. 
 
This recognition of ‘an uneven playing field’ between adults and children informed the 
freedom children were provided with, and the amount of tolerance adults were expected to have for 
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a child’s actions and activities. This was not thought of as indulgent even though participants 
recognised that outside observers may view their style as such. This acceptance of children and 
tolerance for their activities resonated across the studies of Hamilton (1981), Harris (1984, p. 26 in 
ACRS, 2002, p 97), Kruske et al. (2012) and Malin (1989) where each commented on this 
acceptance of children being in control of the environment and their choices as long as they were 
not at risk. 
The general consensus of Elders was that physical punishment did not occur as a method of 
discipline in their recollections of their own childhood. One participant (Elder 1) spoke explicitly 
about not being hit as a child, three echoed agreement with this and only one participant (Elder 4) 
spoke of sometimes receiving “little slaps” from grandparents and other adults: 
 
Elder 1: Traditionally you just never hit children. You allow children a great 
deal of freedom…we were never told we couldn’t do anything.  
 
Elder 4, who had been brought up on a mission and then by grandparents, said: 
 
But you know, we were brought up the hard way, but we never fought, we’re 
not like the kids of today. We were… our grandparents were strict, we never 
got hidings or we might have had a couple little slaps around… 
 
Elders 1, 2 and 5 explained that threats were widely used to coerce them into particular 
actions; in most cases the disciplinarian was the children’s father: 
 
Elder 1: Yeah. Wait till your father gets home, you know you’re in trouble… there was 
always threats like that, “Wait till dad gets home, wait till your father gets home”. 
 
Elder 1 said this usually resulted in getting a talking to from their father. Elder 4 also noted 
that, despite occasional slaps, discipline was usually in the form of getting ‘a talking to’. Elders 3, 4 
and 5 commented that the practice of grounding children was also a pattern of punishment that 
existed for them as they were growing up. This was usually in the form of making the child stay 
close to the adults and not have freedom to play with others. Elder 3 and 5 both commented that this 
was tough, because as children they wanted to be out playing with their peers. The punishment was 
watching children play while being confined to the sidelines.  This differs from Geia (2012) who 
identified the existence of physical punishment and the protagonists of discipline as the 
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grandfathers and uncles in the Palm Island community. Whereas ACRS (2002), Kruske et al. (2012) 
and Priest et al. (2008) identified the use of extended family with children sent there if they were 
misbehaving past the parent’s level of comfort. 
Elders 1, 2 & 3 identified the use of teasing to encourage acceptable behaviour between 
children. Bullying behaviours were however emphatically dismissed and deemed unacceptable, and 
were not to be supported as behaviours for rearing children. Scaring and teasing were primarily 
used to keep children close and safe. Elder 4 summarised this in saying: “Scare tactics… we used 
these to keep our children close and then safe by scaring them. It sounds weird doesn’t it?”  
However, an understanding of the degree to which families feared the potential removal of children 
most likely bears on this. 
Elders held a consensus view that children were free to choose to respond to adults, or 
equally, not respond in most cases except when there were serious risks. In these cases it was not 
negotiable for children to choose whether to comply or not. Elder 2 advised that this was usually 
communicated through a distinct change in tone. Elder 3 spoke of this in reflecting on how her 
mother spoke to her:   
 
I was just trying to remember before that I - I suppose it’s going back… 
doubling back a bit but my mother when she was really wild she’d be 
growling, growling, growling and then she’d break into language, then I’d 
know to move away. I’d gone really too far now I better move, you know. 
 
One Elder (4) differed considerably to this response saying that: “I think children should” in 
response to questions of whether children were required to obey adults and were expected to be 
obedient. Elder 3 spoke of the accepted understanding of Aboriginal community and society:  
 
That just reminded me, going back to that question about obedience, I reckon 
there was always an acknowledgement among the Aboriginal community and 
society, that children aren’t like empty vessels, they’re not like empty, because 
empty vessels are things that you can impose your will on, an adult can impose 
their will on. Whereas a child, our view is always, you know, is an old spirit 
child. 
 
Elders questioned the use of the terms ‘obedience and compliance’ and their application to 
raising Aboriginal children. In strict terms, their view was that children were not expected to obey 
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adults’ commands, however changes in tone were associated with warnings, and encouraged 
children to follow the requests of adults. Outside of these warning cues, children could choose 
whether or not to respond without reprisal from adults. 
A major expectation from the participants was for children to learn the importance of 
sharing. Elder 1 captured this in saying that children should be guided “…right from the cradle how 
to share, this [in her experience] was taught through asking children to share food, toys and 
possessions”. Elders’ 1-5 spoke at length, agreeing that learning to share was an important part of a 
child’s development. ACRS (2002) and Hamilton (1981) both commented that sharing and 
generosity was instilled from a very early age. Sharing, Elders’ 1, 3 and 4 advised, was designed to 
ensure care for the life of the child. This sets up a child for life to receive support and care from 
their community. To reinforce this value, the peer group would shame those that did not share and 
this could include ignoring, isolating, and labelling them as greedy and selfish. 
Respect also featured as an important aspect of Aboriginal life. The Elders’ definition of 
respect centred on adults demonstrating and modelling respect by listening to the child whenever 
the child initiated contact, and not making them wait for attention (Elders’ 1 & 3). In response, 
Elder 4 spoke about this somewhat differently, saying that respect came from the child’s side and 
expectations were for the child not to talk back, to be respectful of those older than them, and for 
the adult to model this positively: 
 
Listen and don’t talk back when you’re talking to your child, don’t talk back. 
You be respectful of what’s being said to you and mainly get them to respect 
the Elder. I find that you’ve got to be that and teach the child. 
 
Elder 3 replied that the focus for them was more on how the child was treated and ensuring 
the child felt listened to; that this would then result in adults receiving similar respect. Elder 1 
added: “… and we listen and respect the child, and we expect the child to listen to us and respect us 
back. If that doesn’t happen, then that’s understandable if the child’s too immature.” 
In essence, this meant that in the view of these Elders, children were given a lot of latitude 
and space, and this was closely linked with the idea that the child would reach understanding in 
their own time. Elders conveyed that there was an understanding of the child as a developing entity, 
and it was important not to act in an overbearing or authoritarian manner, as this could have a 
negative impact. As Elder 2 commented “don’t crush the spirit of the child, their personality is just 
starting to develop. That’s a critical factor”. 
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All participants stated a general and straightforward agreement that love and affection were 
the most important expressions and characteristics of a positive family environment. The 
participants expanded on this to include attentiveness to both children’s and babies’ needs. Elders 1, 
2, 3, 5 and 6 identified the importance, in dealing with children, of not acting as overbearing or 
authoritarian. Specifically, this was related to acknowledging that children were developing and that 
it was important to support the child’s inquisitiveness and desire to learn. Elders’ saw this approach 
as centred on helping a child to be comfortable in learning about their environment and becoming 
community-minded, by being on the receiving side of modelled and desirable behaviours. Elders 2, 
3 and 5 identified that if the child was not supported to develop they would end up as individual 
entities, not asking questions, and be terrified or ‘me’ centric.  
5.8.3 Cultural identity 
When speaking of cultural identity the Elders focused more on the importance of 
environment for developing a strong culture. Cultural identity started at home in their view and was 
supported by connections with extended family and community. Some of the key elements of this 
involved resource sharing, which was inculcated through encouraging children to share throughout 
their development and growth. When elders were talking about culture they all agreed that this was 
concerned with developing an internal strength to manage any negatives that their children would 
experience as they grew up, ranging from racism, discrimination and dealing with outside agencies 
such as child protection, formal education or justice systems. 
Grandparents were identified by the participants as playing an important role in maintaining 
links with culture through sharing of traditional knowledge, starting with grandmothers, who would 
identify each child’s Dreaming ancestor. This continued with the growth of the child, where 
grandparents would share stories and sing to them in the language of their kin and traditional lands. 
Footprints in Time (DSS, 2015) also identified grandmothers as teachers of culture along with the 
parents, while Geia (2012) differed in naming uncles and aunts as teachers of culture 
All participants indicated that good child rearing was not thought of as the providence of 
those that were on high incomes or in better life positions.  All the participants shared the view that 
good care was not based on the level of income or poverty experienced by families, as the real 
factor of importance was the general atmosphere in the home. All Elders held that if someone was 
not parenting well, then it mattered little the amount of money they had. What was important for 
each Elder was the family support available for their children to connect with land, language and 
family. 
All Elders’ (1-6) talked about the capacity to endure, based on examples of being treated 
poorly but being able to move past these experiences in a type of acceptance and understanding. 
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They specifically referred to this as resilience and spoke of enduring poor behaviours, beliefs and 
even being treated as an inferior or below others. Elder 2 commented, “in spite of what’s happened 
to us with the intrusions and colonisations, we’ve always maintained our cultural identity and our 
cultural integrity”. 
As examples, Elders 1, 2 & 6 described the importance for them to demonstrate their ability 
to work hard, and of events where this resulted in them outlasting other workers: 
  
Elder 2: So I done my five-year apprenticeship with them and their registration, 
as well as they took on I think seven apprentices but I was the only one who 
hacked the five years. The other white lads couldn’t hack it. 
Elder 3: Talking about resilience the other day, that’s resilience alright. 
Elder 2: Oh yeah, the capacity to endure. 
 
5.9 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a link between Elders’ lived experiences as recalled from their 
childhood, through their roles as parents, to their current experiences as grandparents. The 
information gleaned from the Elders’ focus group demonstrates some continuity with the 
observations of the material examined in the content analysis found in Chapter Four, as well as 
some significant additional information on the lived experience of Aboriginal styles of parenting. 
Some of the key findings of the focus group discussions include the importance of developing 
resilience through treating children as equals, and encouraging them to be in control of their space. 
Also what stood out was the importance of love and affection for children, respect for children as 
spiritual beings who are ‘little adults’, and the view that they should be given freedom to develop 
that adult within them. Also of note was that Aboriginal parenting is less concerned with control 
and milestone measuring than non-Indigenous parents. There also seemed to be differences between 
Elders impacted on by removals and their peers.  Their perspectives on child care were at times 
harsher and more punitive than those Elders less impacted on by child removals policies and 
actions. What follows is the third stage of this research, which will present the findings from 
ethnographic studies with three separate contemporary families. In the following then, the themes 
and findings from Chapters Four and Five will be used to inform the framework for exploring 
contemporary urban Aboriginal parenting in the city of Brisbane. 
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Chapter 6 Family A - Carol’s Family  
As already indicated, there are some aspects of contemporary family life that demonstrate 
significant continuities with the parenting practices revealed by the content analysis and Elders’ 
discussion. From a postcolonial perspective, Aboriginal people and their culture have suffered the 
impacts of destructive policies and ongoing political control. The families discussed here all 
demonstrate resilience in the face of continuously having to live with the fear of overt control in the 
form of child protection assessments. This chapter provides a first look into Brisbane Aboriginal 
urban families and how they raise their children. In this and the following two chapters, the themes 
identified through the content analysis and Elders’ focus groups will be used to structure discussion 
of the data from the participant families. 
6.1 Family A: Introduction 
As the first family to participate in the research, Family A volunteered after hearing about 
the project from a Kummara family support worker with whom they were working. Data collection 
with this family consisted of 10 days of observations and semi-structured interviews over a two-
week period.  
Family A is a large but culturally traditional two-parent family with six children; all of the 
children were involved in the research. The mother, who will be referred to as Carol, is an 
Aboriginal woman of 37 years with four brothers, and is the only girl in her birth family. Her 
partner, referred to as Alf, the father of her six children is 40, non-Indigenous and the sole child in 
his birth family. This couple are in a de facto relationship and have been for 17 years. Alf works 
away from home as a fly-in-fly-out worker and comes home on weekends, meaning care for the 
children and the household is the primary responsibility of Carol. This also meant that Alf was not 
directly involved in any of part of this study. Their six children are all girls and range in age from 
sixteen, six, three, one and a half years old, and twins aged twelve weeks at the time of the research. 
Five of the six children are in the home with the sixteen-year-old residing with her maternal 
grandmother. Figure 2 provides a visual representation of Family A in the form of a genogram, a 
tool frequently used by social workers in family assessments to map biological family relationships. 
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Figure 2. Family A: Carol's Genogram 
Carol’s birth family were involved with care and support for Family A, specifically the 
maternal grandmother (Ellen), aunts, cousins and a brother (Bill),  and were regular members of the 
household during the period of my research observations. These family members usually were out 
of sight, caring for the twins, while I spent time with Carol and her three-year-old and eighteen-
month-old children. 
At the heart of this study is understanding what makes for well-functioning families. In 
looking at the families identified for this study, ‘well-functioning’ doesn’t mean or imply perfection 
in the realm of individual circumstance nor in parenting responses. Carol described experiencing 
abuse as a young girl and the importance of her family being there for her when she had to go to 
court, and this event affected her family and their internal relationships. Carol’s family had also 
been negatively impacted by her brother being incarcerated, but she noted that they were 
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nevertheless strong as a family unit (field notes, Day 6). This was evident in their support of Carol 
and her children.  
While Carol and Alf are recognised as the parents in Family A, their circumstances mean 
that Carol has the role of primary caregiver and could arguably be regarded as functioning as the 
sole parent. It would be tempting to suggest that the discussion should therefore focus on Carol’s 
mothering, but this would ignore the central role of her birth family in supporting Alf and Carol’s 
joint decisions about family arrangements and the impact on the parenting of their children, and the 
role commonly played by extended family networks in Aboriginal childrearing (ACRS, 2002; 
Babidge, 2010; Geia, 2012; Hamilton, 1981). The discussion therefore focuses on the parenting 
practices of Carol which incorporated the support provided by her birth family, and reflects aspects 
of family functioning identified in the content analysis and Elders focus group discussions.  To 
reiterate, these themes were childrearing responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural 
identity. 
6.1.1 Child rearing responsibilities 
On six out of ten research visits, extended family members (aunts, cousins, brothers and 
grandparents) were available and at the home assisting with the care of the two babies and the 
youngest children. Carol considered this as a form of family support, rather than the usurpation of 
her parenting role. For Ellen, it mostly meant child supervision. As she explained to me: “I’ve done 
my child rearing, now it’s just keeping an extra eye on them for the mother, maybe some advice 
here and there” (Ellen, Day 2). The others in attendance did not want to participate in the study but 
were happy for Carol and Ellen to talk about their roles. Carol was adamant she was the only 
mother for her children, having earned that right through childbirth (Carol, Days 2 & 3). Carol 
described what she considered necessary for her to be a good parent, including that she hoped this 
would bring about the close connection which she desired with her children: 
 
I'm hoping that what I do now will teach them the respect and the roles to play 
as a female within the community and within this family, and that hopefully if I 
do the right job I won't be by myself as in I will have a close connection with 
my girls. (Carol, Day 9) 
The main aspects that Carol identified that would allow this to be achieved involved “… 
being there for them, giving them the love they need and guiding them the right way” (Carol, Day 
9). This was defined by Carol as parents holding individual responsibility for the well-being and 
welfare of their children, with grandparents being present and available to help if the parent is 
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unable to: “… they’re [grandmothers] expected to play the role of the parent in its entirety if 
something happens and I can’t” (Carol, Day 9).  
As is normal in participant observation, the usual family routine was both observed and 
discussed during my time with this family. By Day Five the daily activities had become clear, and 
Carol described her routine with clarity. Her day starts with seeing to the twins: 
 
I usually get up early in the morning to the twins anywhere between 4 and 6 
a.m., I feed them and try to get them back to sleep; if not I’ll put them in their 
chairs which are the bouncers4. (Carol, Day 5) 
Both twins sleep in the same cot and Carol will always pick up the child who is crying first. 
She explained that was to make sure that the child didn't escalate the crying or upset the other twin. 
She repeats this with the other baby and changes their nappies and gives them both a bottle of 
formula. 
Most of each day was spent inside, and each day Carol’s mother Ellen would look after the 
four youngest children while Carol took the six-year-old to school. I asked why Ellen didn’t take 
the six-year-old child to school and both women said it gave Carol a break. Carol’s afternoon 
routine was for Ellen or other family members to come to her house and look after the four 
youngest children while she collected her six-year-old from school. In the evening the family sits 
down to an early meal around 5:30 p.m. Carol said the whole family was usually in bed by around 7 
p.m. and the eighteen-month and three-year-old wake between 5 and 6 a.m. Carol indicated that 
having her family support and help her to look after her children was important, with a lot of people 
involved each day.  
Despite this involvement of her family on a daily basis, it was clear that Carol was the 
primary caregiver. During my observation period the extended family’s role was mainly one of 
support. An example of this was seen at times when Ellen drew Carol’s attention to the actions of 
her children, such as when the three-year-old and eighteen-month-old were on the table about to 
move fragile items (field notes, Day 4). 
Ellen commented to Carol that “Your kids are about to break these” (Ellen, Day 4), and 
Carol came to the table and removed her children from the area. On another occasion Ellen noticed 
the eighteen-month-old had a dirty nappy, saying to Carol, “Here, this one needs a change” (Ellen, 
Day 5). When I asked Ellen why she didn’t change the child herself or shift the children away from 
                                                
4 Child restraint that allows them to remain close and experience movement 
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items rather than telling Carol, she said that she had done her turn and it was up to her daughter 
now.  
Carol was very proud of her role and felt she “had achieved what a mother was meant to 
achieve through giving birth naturally to her children”. Carol identified the maternal caring role as 
one of being the adult and the wise one: “My role and a mother’s role is to be my children's mother, 
not a friend. I learnt this from my mother” (Carol, Day 6).  
Health, emotional and physical safety as well as mental resilience were features observed 
and discussed with Family A. Carol was very aware of all her children’s health, and she reported 
that she ensured each child was up to date with their immunisations and had regular check-ups with 
the local health service. A difficulty for this family lay in access to such services, given Carol had 
no way to transport her four youngest children and herself at the same time. This meant her 
extended family were needed to assist regularly by either facilitating transport or providing child 
minding while appointments were attended to. 
In relation to developing and providing emotional support, Carol described the concept of 
the ‘truth teller’: each family member had a person they had to be truthful towards. This seemed to 
establish an environment whereby the emotional support and risk taking could be managed with as 
little family conflict as possible. Carol mentioned, as an example, that when she was young she 
“needed to go and get a training bra. I was too embarrassed to tell Mum so I took one of my aunts. I 
was embarrassed… didn't want Mum looking at me. When I had my first period my mother couldn't 
talk to me about it, the aunts did this, the sex talk role was taken on by aunts” (Carol, Day 1). 
A similar event occurred between Carol and her sixteen-year-old daughter regarding the 
onset of her puberty, and demonstrates that the truth teller role remained active across the 
generations in this family. According to Carol: 
 
For children, a lot of time is spent with Aunts which develops that intimate 
relationship and close connection. The girls all need to feel comfortable with 
somebody if they cannot talk to the parent. My sixteen-year-old has my mother 
and this was the only person she wasn't allowed to keep secrets from. (Carol, 
Day 1) 
This relationship was also one of trust and maintaining confidences at the discretion of the 
adult. If Ellen was told something by her granddaughter, she would decide whether Carol should be 
told: “If I think mother doesn't need to know then I don't tell her” (Ellen, Day 4). There did not 
appear to be specific criteria outlining when Ellen would share information with Carol and signified 
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the trust they had in each other to operate in the best interest of the child. I observed the relationship 
between each first and second generation as tense, for example, between Carol and her sixteen-
year-old, yet the relationship between alternate generations, that is, grandmother-grandchild, 
seemed to be more harmonious. This seemed to add a layer of structural closeness and familial 
support between the adults in that they were aware of each other’s role, and that whilst they may 
have argued, they also had a shared understanding of their respective roles. 
Carol described learning how to parent as firstly reflecting with her mother on what her 
childhood had been like, reflecting on how her grandmother taught and acted towards her as a child, 
and then through using trial and error: 
 
When you are a girl and you have a baby the person you reflect back on 
straight away is your mother. I asked my mum a lot of different things during 
the infant and baby periods of my first child. She would provide guidance on 
feeding, sleeping and handling of this. (Carol, Day 9) 
Secondly, Carol identified the assistance of antenatal programs at hospital, and thirdly, on 
arriving home with the new child, support from her mother and grandmother as the key influences 
on how she developed her parenting style. This was specifically in regard to infant feeding patterns, 
after Carol recited advice from hospital of waking the child to feed three hourly. In response Ellen 
said to her “that’s hospital stuff you do to keep 'em' happy, you shouldn’t wake the child as no child 
will sleep through feelings of being hungry” (Ellen, Day 1).  
Carol had established sleeping and eating routines for each child. Co-sleeping was accepted 
for older children and, as will be described, sleep management for infants followed a set routine. 
There were differences in established feeding routines between infants, toddlers and young 
children, expectations for weaning were clear and with the size of Family A, this was less of a 
choice and more of a necessity.  
Carol’s children were expected to go to sleep when tired, however authoritarian practices 
were not used. Rather, Carol understood and communicated to her children that it was her 
responsibility to help the children get ready and go to sleep. This was done by changing the 
environment and also establishing a rhythm for each child (field notes, Days 7 & 9). There was a 
regular routine for sleeping with Carol relaying that by 7:30 p.m. the house was in darkness with 
everyone in bed. This was in part due to the early morning needs of the twins, as she was up at 2:30 
in the morning when the twins awoke. Malin (1989) found that on school nights children were 
encouraged to go to bed early, while the Footprints in Time report (DFAHCSIA, 2013) similarly 
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found that there were structured evening bedtime routines, and that these were important for the 
mental and physical development of children. Co-sleeping was common in Family A often with 
both the three-year-old and eighteen-month-old sleeping with Carol in her bed; this usually took 
place anywhere after 4 a.m. when she awoke to attend to the twins. As the twins shared a cot, they 
slept toe to toe with each other (field notes, Day 6). 
For the duration of the observation period, the twins were mostly asleep with only a few 
periods where they were both awake. Carol attributed this to the twins being in the cycle of “feed, 
burp, change, sleep” (Carol, Day 6). Her older children slept where they lay during the daytime; I 
observed children fall asleep on the sofa and they were not disturbed, but left to sleep. When they 
woke they would seek out Carol and were observed on each occasion to climb up on her lap and sit 
quietly for approximately 10 minutes before resuming play (field notes, Days 4, 6 & 7).  
Family A had set eating routines for breakfast and dinner for the eighteen-month and older 
children, with the twins fed on demand. Carol was feeding both twins using formula because she 
had experienced supply issues while breastfeeding. Given this family had six children, Carol 
commented that placing them on formula “helped me gain some freedom in that the family were 
able to help me and provide bottles when bottle feeding the twins and gives me a break as well” 
(Carol, Day 1). Lunch was not an organised meal, with this set as more of a grazing approach where 
children would help themselves and nibble; if the children didn’t want to eat they would have a 
bottle and then a sleep. For example on Day 7 lunch took place around 2 pm and that was after 
Ellen prompted Carol to provide some lunch, as did the three-year-old. There was no structure 
around lunch, with Carol bringing out some ham, cheese and bread rolls and the family helping 
themselves when and as they wished. 
Carol followed the guidance of her mother and focused on becoming aware of her children’s 
rhythms. Some notable differences were identified between Family A’s infant feeding routines and 
those described by Hamilton (1981). Specifically, Hamilton’s observations identified no 
predetermined sleep-eat rhythms and that infants were being constantly fed whether they were 
awake or asleep and may not have experienced hunger sensations. Similarly, the Elders’ spoke of 
never allowing a baby to cry and to ensure their needs were met. However, in this family, the babies 
did cry and this provided the cue to feeding.  
Concurrent breastfeeding for different aged children was common prior to the birth of the 
twins. Carol said she was: 
 
… still breastfeeding the three-year-old and the eighteen-month-old up until I 
was admitted to hospital to deliver the twins. My eighteen-month-old was 
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brought to the hospital by her father so that I could nurse prior to going to 
sleep. (Carol, Day 5).  
Social and emotional development was incorporated into everyday interactions for Carol’s 
family. This involved building confidence in children and maximising their learning within a play-
based environment, where children were encouraged and supported to engage in autonomous play 
and group play with their sibling group. 
Carol noted that confidence was developed by establishing trusting relationships within the 
family, specifically through communicating that “family will be there to look after you, you don’t 
need to get on always, but you got to have that support when you need it” (Carol, Day 8). This was 
established through sharing resources, such as money. As an example, Carol gave her bank card to 
her brother (Bill) signifying her trust in him, noting however there was no question of not trusting 
him. She also trusted younger teenaged relatives to look after her children, but the expectation was 
explicit that they must be cared for and not put down or treated badly. For example, on Day Five I 
observed a thirteen-year-old male cousin looking after the three-year-old. Carol saw him offer 
something to the child and then take it back when she reached for it. Carol scolded this young boy 
about never playing with trust between them, as the children need to know that he could be 
depended on in the future (field notes, Day 5). Comments from the Elders’ focus group also 
indicated a concern about the importance of trust and confidence being developed in children. In 
their view, this was done by supporting children to make their own choices and decisions. Hamilton 
(1981) and Malin (1989) both observed that Aboriginal children were treated as equals and were 
involved in the basics of adult activities, while ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja (2001) 
all recounted instances of children being treated as young adults who were trusted to be involved in 
all aspects of community life. 
Child learning in Family A took place through being taught about consequences, and Carol 
said she experienced this from a young age and that it stayed with her:   
 
When I was young (aged six) my grandmother went to the Exhibition5 and 
brought back sample bags, and I didn’t get a show bag because I didn't take 
responsibility for something that I had done. My grandmother showed me the 
sample bag and told me, you can't have it because you haven't taken 
responsibility and I remember that cut me and I remember it to this day. (Carol, 
Day 6) 
                                                
5 Exhibition is a term for the Royal Brisbane Show held annually in Brisbane 
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Perhaps because consequences played a large part in Carol’s own growing experiences she 
replicates this with her children. Carol used a similar process of responding to her children’s care 
for material items and, in my observation, would teach them to look after precious things such as 
books, by throwing them into the bin if the children damaged the book, irrespective of how new it 
was. The purpose for this response towards child behaviours was to assist children to learn respect 
for themselves, and responsibility and respect for other people and things. Grandparents were 
particularly involved in the teaching role along with the mother.  
During my observation visits, the children were seen to play on their own almost every day 
with some activities in close proximity to Carol, then ranging out into the back yard of what was 
approximately a 500 square metre residential house block. There was a 1.8 m fence surrounding the 
property, with both access gates to the front of the yard locked. Carol said this allowed her a degree 
of freedom from worry as it was a secure yard and child friendly: “… there’s not much damage they 
can do to themselves or each other” (Carol, Day 2). 
Carol regularly checked on her children and I observed her to do this while sitting with me; 
every now and again she would turn and look for them, and if a child was crying or upset, she 
would walk out to them if they were in the backyard (field notes, Day 7). Carol’s children were 
given freedom to interact with their space, in that they climbed a lot, they were in the backyard a 
lot, and travelled inside the house without restriction from her (field notes, Day 5).   
Something else relevant to her children’s social and emotional development that I observed 
concerned ailments and children getting hurt.  In response to her eighteen-month-old falling over, 
Carol said: 
 
When you make a big deal out of children falling over that's when they react 
with crying and whingeing. If you ignore it or just accept it and they haven't 
hurt themselves then the children will just keep playing. (Carol, Day 5) 
Carol was not concerned with the time it took for her children to learn to walk and did not 
compare between them or with other children. She was not in any rush for the twins to establish too 
much independence, as to her this meant a significant increase in her work: “Before I know it 
they’re going to become independent and I will have two toddlers crawling around getting into 
everything” (Carol, Day 6).  Carol’s attitude was one of a relaxed acceptance that her children 
would develop as they needed. Similarly, the Elders’ view was that children should be given time to 
develop and that it should not be a contest. 
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There was however, a difference noted between the attitudes of Carol and Ellen, specifically 
regarding language development. Ellen was of the opinion that children should master language at 
an early age and be understood. This was in reference to the language of the three-year-old, which 
was not particularly clear (field notes, Day 9). Carol said, “I don’t see this as being an issue because 
I can understand my children, therefore there is no rush or pressure on them to learn language” 
(Carol, Day 9). 
6.1.2 Parental responsiveness 
Carol’s responses to her children, at times, were expressed with a hard tone or edge in her 
voice, or a facial expression. This was incongruent when observed against her physical touch and 
connection with each child when they were upset, where in my observation, the importance of 
attending and being responsive to children is a part of Carol’s parenting: 
 
… the eighteen-month-old was using a vocalisation of upset, her Mum got up 
and stood in sight of the child who then approached Mum. There was what I 
interpreted as an unfriendly look on Mum's face but then there was Mum 
reaching out very gently and connecting with the hand and touching the child 
on their head and shoulders, the eighteen-month-old settled for a short time 
after this and then became upset again, Mum seemed to not be too worried 
about this grizzling as it went on for some time. (field notes, Day 2) 
When speaking about this Carol said, “I want them to know they can come to me when it’s 
serious but whining or random stuff I give ‘em the look” (Carol, Day 2). I noted the children would 
come in to Carol even when her tone was firm (field notes, Days 2, 3 & 5). While the nature of 
Carol’s touch was often seemingly at odds with her tone of voice, statements such as the above 
seem to indicate that she wished to convey that she was always available to her children, even when 
it was inconvenient. 
The three-year-old would come in to check with Carol regularly and by Day Four was 
observed coming back to her at approximately 10 minute intervals. The eighteen-month-old would 
also come in at similar intervals but not at the same time as her sister (field notes, Day 4). When 
asked about this Carol said “this was the usual pattern and I think it is for reassurance and affection 
but to also let me know that they were still there” (Carol, Day 4).  
On Day Two I observed that Carol didn’t attend to one of the twins’ crying (field notes, Day 
2). When asked, Carol said that she recognised the different types of crying that her babies use. She 
described the complaining type of crying which is just like ‘yes I am awake, come and get me’ 
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(Carol, Day 2).  In this example, Carol said she would wait until the crying became a bit longer and 
more high-pitched before attending to the child. She identified this as based on her previous 
experiences in raising her four older children and that this was the most effective way for her to 
respond. This allowed her to establish a pattern of attending to specific cues, and encouraged the 
child to settle without her constant intervention.  
Nonetheless, Carol appeared to respond well to each of her children’s cues for emotional 
support, the goal of these interactions being the hope of building a strong connection between 
herself and her children. She demonstrated both a desire for and the achievement of a close 
relationship with her children. On Day Six, the eighteen-month and three-year-old joined in with 
Carol as she was on the floor bouncing a ball with the twins. The older children were happy to play 
autonomously but they often came back to her, either to touch her or climb into her lap for a short 
period of about 2-5 minutes. I observed this pattern repeatedly during the research period, with for 
example Carol playing with her children in the doll’s house on Day Three; children riding bicycles 
around her on Day Five; and the eighteen-month-old climbing on her on Day Seven (field notes, 
Days 3, 5, & 7). In these interactions Carol was always available to respond or receive her children 
for a cuddle or to touch.  
When children were hurt, Carol would wait for the upset child to come to her, and she 
would provide comfort until it was ready to resume previous activities.  With minor scrapes Carol 
would make jokes about it and encourage the child to get over it as quickly as possible. This too 
resonated with Hamilton’s (1981) and Malin’s (1989) findings that families would encourage 
children not to obsess about minor ailments or let these prevent participation in childhood activities, 
representing a focus on developing emotional resilience and physical toughness.  
Carol’s role as primary caregiver had a number of dimensions and was seen by her birth 
family as central to the children’s wellbeing. Carol in turn saw them as important because each 
brought something additional to the context of child rearing, commenting “My children gain access 
to different emotions and ways of behaving and reacting from each family member and it [is] up to 
me [Carol] to bring them back to equilibrium” (Carol, Day 3).  
Carol described the rituals she has with each child, the purpose of these being to ensure they 
all had specific individual time with her as the mother.  For example, when she collects her six-
year-old from school each day she takes her to the coffee shop, where they have a drink and share a 
cupcake and a joke. This was only possible with Ellen’s support. She would look after the other 
children and lend Carol her car, indicating the importance of extended family support for Carol’s 
central role as the primary parent in her own family.  
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Parental responses to behaviour, positive or negative, were never instant for this family, 
meaning there was very little if any reactivity to children’s’ actions or behaviours (field notes, Days 
2, 4 & 5). Carol would usually wait for the child to come to her unless the situation had gone on too 
long, or a child was hurt. Whilst there was a high degree of tolerance for children’s noise, play and 
other behaviours, there were differences in tolerance between Carol and Ellen, particularly around 
noise levels. Carol commented:  
 
I am more lenient for the whining from the kids than my Mum is and also more 
tolerant for children choosing their direction of play so that I can actually get 
things done that I need to each day. (Carol, Day 5) 
 
In another instance Ellen observed: 
 
There is little tolerance for the noise that this big family creates when they 
were sharing house with me, and that routines were needed by this family 
especially considering the size of this family just to make it easier for mum to 
manage the stress of newborns as well as the needs of the older children. 
(Ellen, Day 5) 
Carol used threats to the older children (eighteen-months and older) in order to maintain 
acceptable behaviours and set boundaries (field notes, Days 2, 4 & 5). She stated she never went 
through with these threats, but that she really struggled when children would have “spack attacks or 
meltdowns, I feel sometimes I yell back at them but then think to myself…why am I acting as a 
three-year-old? I am the adult here and shouldn’t be at their level” (Carol, Day 9).  
I also observed differences between daytime and evening behaviour. During the day the 
children were busy and noisy, but in the evening from mealtime onwards, there was silence and 
calmness (field notes, Day 10). Carol said that this was her expectation and that “I have this to help 
them get ready for bed as a wind down” (Carol, Day 10). During one dinner time I observed, an 
uncle (Carol’s brother Bill) excited the children by playing with them. Carol said “… this was fine 
as they loved him and I’m always able to have them back calm before bed” (Carol, Day 10), and 
indeed the children settled within 5 minutes of Bill leaving for the night (field notes, Day 10). Even 
though Carol responded by yelling and, at times, smacking her children during the day, as the focus 
groups and previous studies suggest, a high level of tolerance for child directed activities, their 
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choices and their behaviour, along with freedom to interact with their environment was also evident 
in this family 
Carol used a variety of methods to encourage compliance, including threats, counting to 
three, voice tone, swearing, and smacking with a wooden spoon or open hands. Carol described 
these methods as “ learnt mostly from watching other parents and looking back on what happened 
to me” (Carol, Day 2). She described the order in which she would choose a response and noted that 
if “threats or counting doesn’t work they get a whack” (Carol, Day 2). This was borne out on Day 5, 
when I was talking to Ellen. Carol was dressing the three-year-old and when she wasn't doing as 
asked, Carol said, “LISTEN! Stand still now or I will give you a tap” (Carol, Day 5). Carol used 
swearing and tone to maintain compliance which both she and Ellen referred to as ‘growling’. “The 
growling is a change in tone which communicates to children that they are close to the edge” 
(Carol, Day 1).  
In observations carried out on Day Two, Carol was observed smacking her eighteen-month-
old on the hand for touching things on the table. This did not appear to be a hard smack, with the 
child simply looking at her mother and wandering away (field notes, Day 2). This approach to 
discipline also differed significantly from the findings of ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) who found that parents would usually send children to their aunts, yet may be 
similar to those of Geia (2012) who identified the existence of firmer discipline and the community 
taking a role on exercising it. While we were talking the eighteen-month-old had climbed up on the 
table and was about to reach for an item there. Carol just said “No!” and the child withdrew its hand 
and went back to playing near the table and pushed it. Carol then gave her a smack on the hand and 
in a stern voice said, “Now that’s it! Move away from it” (field notes, Day 4). Carol reflected on her 
feelings when she used physical discipline and that “ [I] don’t feel good about myself when I hit 
them” (Carol, Day 2). She said that she worked out that hitting doesn't work yet, despite this, she 
still smacked her children. 
Respect as a theme was ubiquitous in Carol’s responses regarding what she expected from 
her children. Children and adults were expected to learn from their experiences and the attitude of 
Carol and her mother was that once you learnt something, you no longer had any excuse not do it.  
Carol defined respect as how the community sees you, or how the community experiences you, 
providing the example of, “If you don't take care of yourself in your appearance this does not reflect 
well on your family” (Carol, Day 6). In Family A, respect was considered to flow in a circular way. 
Adults could not expect this behaviour from children unless they modelled it themselves, and 
parents would give respect to other adults based on how they demonstrated respect to their own and 
other’s children.  
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Children were expected to be ‘good kids’ and Carol spoke of this being reflected in what a 
‘good kid’ meant to her, based on how well they behaved and listened. In her estimation, they were, 
“I don't know… probably those that listen to their parents, do as they're told, and not act feral” 
(Carol, Day 6). ‘Feral’ for Carol meant children who would run around screaming in private or 
public areas, not listening to parents (field notes, Day 6). Carol was worried about what the 
neighbours would think, mostly because she didn't want the children to get into trouble and was 
worried about Child Protection being involved. All of Carol’s proximal neighbours were non-
Indigenous people. Carol said “it would be different if they lived in the country and had no 
neighbours, they could run, scream and do whatever they liked, there’d be no worry about people 
complaining” (Carol, Day 6).  
Communication within the family was expected to be respectful, honest and direct. There 
was an expectation that parents would speak to children if they were being self-destructive, or 
otherwise by “speaking honestly and openly to the children [for example] if they were overweight 
telling them… say it directly that if they were acting inappropriately you tell them” (Carol, Day 9).  
Carol demonstrated a relaxed acceptance of her children’s interactions in adult 
conversations. Children’s presence while adults were talking was generally accepted during each 
day I was with the family, with children being allowed to hear what we discussed. This acceptance 
of their presence during adult conversations changed in accordance with the sensitivity of the topic 
being discussed. Carol informed me that this would take place to ensure their innocence was 
protected. For example, she spoke about an event where one of the family was being supported 
emotionally after terminating an unwanted pregnancy, and a five and a seven-year-old had 
overheard this discussion and were reliving it in the car. Carol overheard this and spoke harshly to 
the children, describing herself as saying it was “not their business and it’s not something for them 
to talk about” (Carol, Day 6). Carol said the concern for her was that this event could impact on the 
child’s thinking and also the effect it might have against the family should the children disclose this 
at childcare or at school. 
Each child was given control over their environment when they were within the confines of 
the back yard and house. This is directly comparable to Malin (1989) who found her urban families 
were comfortable with older siblings monitoring play when children were secured in their own 
yards. Hamilton (1981) also found this with parents in remote settings having a level of comfort 
with children playing and being in control of their environment when they were within familiar 
territory. Carol had an acceptance of risk and allowed each child to climb and explore freely in a 
protective and safe external environment. It wasn’t until the family were outside the house with the 
children in a very steep driveway that I observed increased vigilance from Carol. She said that she 
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“was very worried about the driveway as it is so steep, I get really nervous and anxious when 
children have accidents and end up with marks on them…. I feel like people are judging me” 
(Carol, Day 1), demonstrating her fear of coming to the attention of child protective services. 
Her usual risk management approach was to remove the risk from the child, not the child 
from the area of risk. One such example was with hot coffee on the table. The three-year-old child 
was reaching for it and Carol stopped talking and removed the coffee from the reach of the three-
year-old saying “that’s hot, please leave it alone” (Carol, Day 4). This reflected the approach 
identified by Malin (1989) and Hamilton (1981) where parents would control the environment 
versus controlling or monitoring the child. 
6.1.3 Cultural identity 
 Carol spoke of things she considered important in regard to her family’s culture and 
how this was informed by her own experiences as a child growing up. She referred to this as the 
‘old ways’, and spoke of everyone being involved in her childhood; she had aunts, uncles, 
grandparents and parents all playing a role in ensuring children were safe and the experience was 
one of, “if you're in trouble you were in trouble from all of them” (Carol, Day 3). 
Carol described children being taught who their family was from birth, by being handed 
around as infants to the older aunts at family gatherings (Carol, Day 6). Relationships between older 
family members and children were established quickly and were constituted of familiar and 
affectionate bonds, whereby the “first born would give nicknames to the older aunts and uncles and 
all children that followed would refer to this person by that nickname” (Carol, Day 6). While 
perhaps not an exclusively Aboriginal cultural practice, this resonated with Malin's (1989) 
description of cultural values established through connections between family, and further played 
out through kinship roles and responsibilities. Similarly, in the desert regions of Central Australia 
discussed by ACRS (2002) and Priest et al. (2008), the focus was on the child developing correct 
relationships with their environment through kinship roles and responsibilities. The kinship system 
designates both biological and social roles in Aboriginal society, and through the use of specific 
kinship terminology, names individuals in relation to one another, establishing their place within the 
community. The value of this system is that it shapes relationships, behaviours and obligations 
within it. This then structures how each person will act towards each other, with clearly defined 
roles and responsibilities (Keesing, 1975). 
Carol described the meaning of culture as “walking in the footsteps of family, knowing my 
mother’s parents and their parents had walked the same trails. It was nice to sit and feel the pride, 
respect, and memories of my grandfather and what I remember of him, and a sense of belonging as 
well” (Carol, Day 8), and was profoundly linked to the concept of place. Carol described a sense of 
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ease and harmony when she was on her country6 and that it provided a respite from any daily stress 
or issues. She spoke of the role her grandfather played in teaching her about her culture through 
stories about respecting country, about places that were permissible to visit and others that were not, 
whenever they went travelling. Carol said her grandfather gave them a little pouch that was to travel 
with them and that they were not to look into these as they “contained their 'Junjedies'7 which just 
protected us when we travelled around” (Carol, Day 9). 
 
Carol also described feeling the death of her grandfather as a loss of connection: 
 
I felt cheated when he passed away because my grandfather was starting to get 
into the knowledge and starting to share that with me. Things like don't whistle 
at night and don't flick a lighter at night, how people get sung, these were 
conversations that my granddad had with me. (Carol, Day 8) 
 
She spoke of this further on Day Nine with regard to what culture meant for her in relation 
to her children, and who was responsible for teaching the Law8 to her children: 
 
The information from my grandfather has an impact on the girls …just to know 
that there are rules and laws of the community and to keep safe you have to 
know these are passed down, usually from grandparents. (Carol, Day 9) 
 
Carol detailed components of kinship responsibility, specifically, that it is a cultural 
expectation that older kin will care for younger ones. She placed her trust in younger relatives and if 
they made a mistake in caring for her children, as when a nineteen-year-old cousin failed to realise 
Carol’s young child had fallen asleep in the sun (field notes, Day 10), she acted to make sure he 
lived up to his responsibilities by making him go out and get the child. This served to maintain her 
confidence and trust in him to care for her family whenever he offered to do so in future. 
Carol communicated a strong desire to maintain links with her family’s cultural history and 
Aboriginal identity. Family A demonstrated this quite clearly with the involvement of the extended 
                                                
6Aboriginal Australians identify a spiritual connection to land, often referred to as the individual’s country. 
Aboriginal law and spirituality are intertwined with the land, the people and creation, and this forms their culture and 
sovereignty. 
7 ‘Junjedies’ = spiritual protectors 
8 Law: customary law guiding systems and practices among Aboriginal Australians 
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family in supporting Carol to care for her children, and also in Carol communicating clearly the 
importance of trust in relationships between children and their extended kin. 
Carol talked about the importance to her of her children’s ability to stand up for themselves: 
“If they came home with a story where they got pushed around they would be in trouble” (Carol, 
Day 9). She related stories from her childhood of her mother expecting her siblings and herself “not 
to throw the first punch, but also not to become victims” (Carol, Day 1). Malin (1989) commented 
on this as well, noting that defiance from children was accepted and encouraged as this would help 
keep them safe in a world in which they would be likely to experience difficulties based on their 
Aboriginality.  
For Family A this resilience was built by developing each child’s assertiveness using 
physical prowess; there was an expectation for children to be physically adept at sports through 
running or ball sports. Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) similarly identified that as autonomy was 
developed, it improved the child’s ability to be independent and exert a point of view. The Elders 
had a different term for this and framed it as the ‘capacity to endure’, meaning that as children 
developed their autonomy, and thus independence, they were more inclined to maintain their 
cultural identity and cultural integrity, and would not be impacted on by bias, racism or 
discrimination.  
Strong relationships seemed to underpin this family unit, “but you teach children to value 
relationships as well as items or possessions” (Carol, Day 5) as Carol put it, as well as investing 
trust in each other. I observed Carol, on numerous occasions, have her mother look after the twins 
so that she could borrow her car and take the other children to school and childcare, or collect some 
groceries. The Elders also spoke of the importance of this level of trust, where confidence was built 
for children by ensuring they were able to access resources from extended family members. 
Resources were shared freely and this was valued to the level that material items, when needed, 
were given freely. Carol demonstrated trust by allowing other family members to care for her 
children. As Carol described it, she “treasured her children and it was a sign of trust to leave them 
with [other] adults” (Carol, Day 4).  
 6.2 Summary 
In Family A, Carol and her birth family demonstrated strong connections with the children 
and were focused on ensuring they were cared for and nurtured. As Alf was largely unable to be 
present during the week because of work constraints, caring for the children largely came down to 
Carol, perhaps ultimately reinforcing her values of Aboriginality in her children’s upbringing. 
There was great pride in talking about the children, but this was not to be confused with pride in 
achievements, which was not apparent. Hamilton’s (1981) observations, echoed by ACRS (2002), 
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Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) were that families were neither 
concerned with nor held development milestones as an indicator of infant development, and are at 
odds with mainstream ideas about the role of language ability as a developmental milestone (Slater, 
Hocking & Loose, 2003).  
Carol had a practical approach to parenting based on reflection, experience and insight. On 
Day Five, when speaking of the role of the other children in helping the eighteen-month-old, Carol 
said: “She has the finest teachers in the three and six-year-old; this is part of the older siblings’ 
role” (Carol, Day 5). The children were expected to look after themselves and the younger children, 
with Carol demonstrating a non-intrusiveness similar to the broad scope of observations from 
Chapter Four concerning Aboriginal families in other places and times. Carol rarely went to the 
children when they were yelling or hurt but would wait patiently for them to come to her. Each 
child under four was observed over the 10-day period to come to Carol when they were hurt, sad or 
needed something from her. Carol put this down to not having the time to chase after them all the 
time. However, it also conveyed a sensitivity to each child, to which they all responded. This too 
was found by ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Hamilton (1981), Kruske et al. (2012), and Waltja (2001) 
and discussed by the focus group Elders, all of whom found that while adults focused mainly on 
adult activities, children were accepted within the environment, but they were also expected to 
manage their own play and activities without impacting on the adults present. 
Family A, through the determination of Carol, demonstrated strong attachment to the 
children and links with their family history and culture. There were significant similarities between 
Family A and the findings of the content analysis, and these similarities will be brought together at 
length in the discussion in Chapter Nine. In the next chapter I turn to discussion of the second 
family to participate in the research, Family B, in terms of their parenting roles and rearing of their 
children. The themes of parenting responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural identity that 
emerged from the content analysis and were used to frame the discussion in this chapter are again 
applied in the next, and reveal both similarities and differences with the parenting practices of 
Family A. 
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Chapter 7 Family B - Sue and Mark’s Family 
7.1 Family B 
Family B is a small two-parent household with two children which was visited over a two-
week period, in accordance with the methodology described in Chapter Three. This couple, Sue and 
Mark, met at a youth refuge (field notes, Day 2). Sue is 21 years old and is the second youngest in 
her birth family of six children (five girls and one boy). Mark is also 21 years old and is the third 
youngest in his birth family of seven (four boys and three girls). These parents are in a de facto 
relationship and had reconciled after a 3-month separation before the birth of their second child. 
The family has two boys, aged two years and five weeks respectively at the time of research 
participation. Both children reside with the family. Sue had her first child when she was 19 and her 
second child at age 21. Both parents are active in parenting their two children. The family’s 
genogram is presented in Figure 3. 
 
 
Figure 3. Family B: Sue and Mark's Genogram 
 
Both Sue and Mark experienced life in foster care from a young age (eleven and three 
respectively) as their parents were dealing with addictions to drugs and alcohol (Sue & Mark, Day 
3). Their relationships with their grandparents were supportive and this meant that their extended 
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families of grandparents, uncles and aunts were involved in assisting in the childhood care of Sue 
and Mark (Sue & Mark, Day 2). 
Mark was clear that he did not seek a relationship with his parents and that he had 
volunteered to be removed from them, as they could not care for him, and this history shapes the 
life he wants for his children (Mark, Day 1). He spoke of having a good relationship with his foster 
family in that he was able to visit his extended birth family whenever he wanted (Mark, Day 4). 
Mark also experienced living on the streets; on Day Nine he disclosed a “history of theft, bad 
history with cops and I spent time in jail…. four months” (Mark, Day 9), but doesn’t want to repeat 
that so he has moved away from the area where he got into trouble and wants to be “clean” [no 
longer in trouble with police].  
Sue’s mother and sisters reside close by, however these are not close relationships. 
Nonetheless, Sue further identified that she will “seek out her sister regarding guidance on helping 
her children but not her mother” (field notes, Day 3). Sue recalled her childhood prior to entering 
foster care as an abusive upbringing, specifically identifying her mother. Sue feels this makes it 
difficult for her to set limits with her children, often times deferring and asking Mark to discipline 
the children, such as when they are climbing too high on the fence.  
Education is important to both parents even though their own family circumstances weren’t 
conducive to completing high school, with neither completing year 10. They have aspirations for 
themselves and their children to complete their education.  Both commented that they were hanging 
around bad crowds and using drugs when they were younger. Both are interested in going back to 
study and identified that “this is the path we need” (Mark, Day 7), “yeah to ensure a good future for 
our family” (Sue, Day 7). Both parents also spoke of their motivation to locate full time 
employment (field notes, Day 4), and are clearly a family with different structure and circumstances 
to Family A.  
7.1.1 Child rearing responsibilities 
Sue said she had to raise her first child by herself for the first year as she had separated from 
Mark at that time. Having recently reconciled, this impacted on their current parenting processes. 
Mark wanted to do all that he could for his second child because he felt he missed out on a lot with 
his first. Sue agreed with this and was supportive in allowing Mark to carry out most of the tasks in 
caring for their newborn. This was made easier with the use of bottle feeding. Mark mentioned the 
importance to him in fulfilling this role and how it has helped him: “You need to know who you are 
before you can parent. I have found it has helped me grow, that responsibility of being the one 
person your child depends on” (Mark, Day 3). 
  
119 
 
Research observations with Family B confirmed that they had established daily routines that 
were very similar at each time of the day I was in attendance. Typically the day was structured 
around the two-year-old, with both parents following him in his choice of activities. As Sue 
commented, their routines were centred around their children, rather than their children fitting in 
with adult routines. Each day started with a bath for the two-year-old and newborn infant, followed 
by breakfast for the two-year-old in front of the television. This was then followed by play outside 
when Sue and Mark also used this time to go outside and smoke a cigarette. After an hour playing 
outside the two-year-old would be brought inside where he would have inside time and then a 
daytime sleep, which was child directed, at about 11 am.  
In the evening the children would receive another bath, Mark noting that the morning bath 
was to freshen up and the night time one was to help settle down from the day and clean up (field 
notes, Day 5). The two-year-old would then have dinner and be put to bed at about 7:30 p.m. 
Given the two-year-old’s enjoyment of water play in the summer, when research 
observations were conducted, most of each day was spent cycling between outside and inside. The 
house was very hot and it was more enjoyable for the two-year-old to be outside playing with the 
hose, which Sue and Mark tried to accommodate each day.  
Family B was the only participant family in which both parents were actively involved with 
children and present during all observations and interactions. When discussing his apparent 
confidence in caring for and managing his children Mark said, “well I gotta be, there is no one else 
but us” (Mark, Day 3). Mark explained the circumstances of their separation after the birth of their 
first child: “I freaked out when the first one came along, I couldn’t deal with being a dad but am 
good now, I love it” (Mark, Day 4). Sue also said that she wanted to take the major role in parenting 
the children, and while this seems to contradict Mark’s role, as will be seen, this family manages to 
accommodate both parents’ aspirations in rearing their children. 
Both parents were observed to enjoy their time with each child and conveyed how important 
it was to each of them in laughing, having fun and also at times being able to comfort and lead their 
child (field notes, Days 3, 5 & 6). They each took the role seriously, given their own life 
experiences. Mark commented that the “best thing that ever happened to me is being a dad, set my 
life straight, others come first, stopped me being so self-focused” (Mark, Day 4). Sue also described 
what it was like for her being a mother: “I love being a mum and it’s a chance to do things 
differently to how my Mum was with me” (Sue, Day 3). 
Ensuring their children were safe and protected was a strong feature of Family B’s focus. 
The role of parents, as observed and spoken about by Sue and Mark, was to extend their children 
and promote their development both physically and emotionally. As with Family A, Sue ensured 
  
120 
 
each child was up to date with their immunisations and had regular medical check-ups, and was 
proud to show me their children’s records (field notes, Day 5). Emotional resilience also was seen 
as a desired quality for Family B’s children, and they saw the way to attain this as through teasing 
and developing a quick wit.  
Teasing was utilised as a method of coping with being treated prejudicially. Once, after 
having to walk home, Mark described teasing a bus driver for not letting him on the bus: “It’s 
because I’m black hey? Bus driver said no it’s because you’ve got no money”. Mark replied “Yeah 
that’s because I’m black hey” (Mark, Day 8).  This quick wittedness was a coping mechanism to 
make light of perceived or experienced disadvantage and mistreatment. This was further used with 
the two-year-old child, with the expectation that it would prepare him for trials later in life. This 
was evident on Day 6 when Sue and Mark were observed teasing their two-year-old, who wanted to 
play outside, but was not allowed to do so because of rain (field notes, Day 6). Notably, teasing was 
balanced with helping their child manage emotions as they arose. Sue explained this as: “… teasing 
him helps him experience different emotions and then we look at helping him manage these” (Sue, 
Day 8).  
Both Sue and Mark were comfortable with their children expressing emotions, as witnessed 
by Mark and Sue remaining calm and conveying concern for their children when they were upset. 
Both were able to sit with their two-year-old and allow him to experience his feelings (field notes, 
Days 1, 2 & 7), and Mark captured it succinctly with regard to his children: “You gotta get to the 
end… we are here to help you not judge you” (Mark, Day 1). Mark spoke of his motivations for a 
close connection with his son and expressed this as “I want him to be my friend. I want the close 
connection and for him to want to come to me to tell me what is going on for him, I want him to be 
able to open up” (Mark, Day 1). 
Both parents spoke of changes in their lives with regard to their own risk-taking behaviour, 
and worried about ensuring they were there for their children: 
 
My focus is different now, it’s like I can’t just endanger myself as I have boys 
waiting at home for me and they need me. (Mark, Day 3)  
Yeah it’s like we need to be careful cause it’s a worry; if something happens 
who will look after them. (Sue, Day 3) 
 
Both parents were observed to be relaxed with their two-year-old playing autonomously in 
the front yard, and were used to the child communicating his needs to them. Sue and Mark valued 
self-reliance, demonstrated in instances such as the two-year-old strapping himself into the pram 
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but being unable to get himself out. Sue and Mark walked past him three times before they assisted 
him out. Even though he was struggling to get out he did not get upset nor attract his parents to him 
for their assistance (field notes, Day 5). 
During discussions with them, Sue and Mark both said their main learning around parenting 
came from reflecting on what worked for themselves growing up, along with guidance from 
grandparents: “I’ve seen aunties tell kids to sit in chairs in the corner, and other people, I watch and 
see what works for them and then try it” (Mark, Day 1). Both Sue and Mark spoke of experiencing 
unhealthy relationships with their parents, with the only source of parenting role models being 
aunts, grandparents and sisters. On one occasion Sue, while burping her infant, commented: “I 
learnt this from my sister and watching her with my nephew” (Sue, Day 5). Mark spoke of learning 
by helping to raise his brothers and sisters prior to being removed from his family, being the third 
eldest of seven children. Sue said she wasn’t really connected with her mother and thought she was 
harsh, bordering on abusive, in raising her. She more readily accessed her grandparents, who lived 
some distance away, rather than her mother, who lived locally (field notes, Day 5). 
Sleeping and eating routines were directed by Sue and then enacted by Mark. Like Family 
A, co-sleeping was accepted practice, the preference being for children to start in their own beds but 
ending up with their parents each evening. Each day when it was time to sleep, the two-year-old 
was expected to self-settle, and he was observed to achieve this with regularity. For example, on 
Day Four, I observed the two-year-old bring his pillow out to Sue and Mark and sleep with them on 
the sofa in front of the television. Sue said: “When he was young I brought him out to TV on the 
lounge with his pillow and he would fall asleep, this is just his pattern now” (Sue, Day 4). During 
the day the two-year-old would sleep wherever he was comfortable, and was left where he lay until 
he awoke. The infant, however, would be nursed in Sue’s arms and then placed in his cot (field 
notes, Days 2, 3, 4, 5 & 7). 
Sue would use a sling to carry and keep her infant child close to her throughout the day. 
Like Carol from Family A, Sue did not respond to every infant noise (field notes, Days 3, 4 & 5) 
and she explained this as: “I want him to know I am here but that doesn’t mean dropping everything 
all the time, sometimes it’s just about us making eye contact together” (Sue, Day 4). 
Sue and Mark responded differently to each child with no tension or criticism of each 
other’s way of parenting visible to me (field notes, Days 2, 3, 5 & 7). There was a sense of 
acceptance that this was their parenting style and was how they would do it. Sue said: “He spoils 
him, and by that I mean he runs to him all the time, I give him a chance to see me and settle himself 
knowing that I’m close and showing him that he doesn’t need to be picked up all the time” (Sue, 
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Day 8). This was said in a way that was not experienced as criticism by Mark and he smiled at the 
comment (field notes, Day 8). 
Sue was observed to take charge of sleep routines with support from Mark, by encouraging 
the two-year-old to follow his mother (field notes, Days 3 & 4). She would carry out this routine 
calmly and there were no observed tantrums or arguments from the two-year-old when it was time 
to go to sleep (field notes, Day 3). She commented: “Morning sleeps are usually around 11 am; 
sometimes I just lay down with him or we watch TV together and if he is tired he will go straight to 
sleep. Same for night time sleep” (Sue, Day 3). At night, Sue advised that she had a set routine that 
she learnt from her grandmother to “talk to him [both the two-year-old and five-week-old], babble 
in a quiet voice to help them settle down. I go through the day with him, describe what he did, if he 
did something we didn’t like I will speak to how that wasn’t so good as well” (Sue, Day 3).  This 
end of day reflection was described as a way of soothing the children in preparation for sleeping. 
Sue was aware of the environment and used this in creating conditions that would complement what 
she was trying to achieve in relation to her two-year-old: 
 
I darken the room ‘cause I am trying to let him know it is nap time, not sleep 
time… too much light and he can’t get to sleep, too little and off he goes and 
his night time sleep is ruined then. If I want him to wake up I open the curtains, 
not shake him, otherwise he wakes up grumpy. (Sue, Day 5) 
 
Sue also spoke of the importance of ensuring the children had good sleep: “I don’t let him 
sleep past 3 pm or it will ruin his night time sleep, I learnt this both from my sister and from trial 
and error” (Sue, Day 8). 
The process of eating seemed closely related to building confidence, both as observed in 
helping Mark’s confidence in feeding the infant and with the two-year-old in letting him have 
control over choices of what to eat and where he would take his meals. Sue said although they 
mostly fed the two-year-old in the lounge in front of the TV, eventually she wanted to eat at a 
kitchen table, but they didn’t have one at present. Sue and Mark did not eat breakfast or lunch with 
the two-year-old, preferring to supervise him first to ensure he finished his meals. The idea of 
dinnertime for Sue and Mark was to share stories and converse with the children. Sue and Mark 
said they didn’t eat their meals with the children, preferring to “eat later when they could then have 
shared adult time” (Sue & Mark, Day 8). The infant, at 5 weeks, was being bottle-fed.  
Family B also centred their care around a play-based environment that promoted creative 
thinking in the use of toys, an approach to parent-child interactions shared with the other families 
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participating in the research. Learning was supported through assisting the child to think differently 
about how to play with items outside, and through allowing the child to remain autonomous in 
selecting and driving play themes.  
Both Sue and Mark were interested in education and were focused on studying and 
obtaining employment. Mark reiterated that unemployment benefits was not enough to raise a 
family, and said, “I want to be a good role model for my boys” (Mark, Day 5). Both parents 
reported they desired to be positive role models for their children: 
 
That’s why I am committed to getting straight, doing what I need to clear this 
good behaviour bond. I made mistakes hey, but the deal is to learn from 
them…. I can’t afford it now as it will affect my family. (Mark, Day 5) 
 
Family B was observed to utilise their environment as a learning tool both for themselves 
and their children. Both Sue and Mark reported that they wanted to take their children to different 
places so they could have a range of experiences, such as travelling to interesting places. Mark also 
spoke at length of how he will “take my kids when they reach three years of age to country and 
show them the stories as I was shown and told by my grandfather, it’s important to keep the line 
going” (Mark, Day 6). 
Family B’s two-year-old was observed using his environment when having free access to his 
front yard. This included climbing on fences and riding scooters, skateboards and trucks down a 
somewhat steep driveway (field notes, Days 2, 4 & 5). The learning approach was one of ‘watch, 
then do’ with strong support and encouragement provided for the child when he made an attempt. 
On Day 7, I observed the two-year-old watching Mark ride a skateboard down the driveway. As 
soon as Mark finished, the two-year-old grabbed the skateboard and tried to stand. Being too 
wobbly he then sat down and rolled a little way down the hill (field notes, Day 7). Sue 
demonstrated support for this activity by calling loudly, “Go my baby” (Sue, Day 7).  
Family B encouraged play as a means to develop creativity in their children. This appeared 
to promote ‘outside of the box’ thinking. The front yard of this house looked disorderly, with 
broken toys randomly located in view of the house. Whilst this created an air of untidiness, I 
observed the toys to be in full use by the two-year-old (field notes, Days 2, 3, 4 & 6). Just because a 
toy was broken did not mean it had lost its usefulness. Research observations on days 3, 4 and 6 
captured the two-year-old creatively using broken toys (field notes, Days 3, 4 & 6). Mark 
commented: “there’s still a use for broken toys; yard looks like chaos and yet they are all still 
useable in some form…. let them have fun, be creative in how the use of the toy can change” 
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(Mark, Day 9). Play appeared to be valued and promoted, the focus being mostly around using the 
area outside of the house and in the front yard, as Mark noted: “Being focused on outside play will 
give the boys adventure and they can own the space” (Mark, Day 4). 
There were no apparent attachments to items or toys. Both parents commented that it was up 
to them as adults to protect anything they felt was precious: “It doesn’t matter, it’s our fault if he 
breaks something that we want as we didn’t take responsibility for keeping it safe” (Sue, Day 9).  
Mark elaborated on this, saying: “If it was precious we will put it out of reach. The toys in the yard, 
they break, but there is still a use of them, you seen the two-year-old flying down that hill with no 
back wheels on his scooter” (Mark, Day 9).  Sue also expressed joy at her son’s courage, adding: 
“Yeah you should see him flying down that hill!” (Sue, Day 9). 
Sue and Mark did not convey any concern or desire to compare their children’s performance 
or development against that of other families with children of a similar age. Essentially this family 
appeared to be content with each child learning and developing at their own pace, closely 
paralleling the findings from Family A. Both parents shared similar perceptions, which was also 
comparable with Family A, particularly when it came to language development for their two-year-
old. Family B’s two-year-old had delayed speech and was vocalising, however was not using any 
words (field notes, Days 1-10). Both parents thought that their two-year-old would be fine 
eventually, but also said they thought they should get him checked by a specialist, however this did 
not take place during the observation period. Both parents demonstrated concern for the wellbeing 
of each of their children in a manner that was calm and emphasised its importance.  
7.1.2 Parental responsiveness 
Family B’s situation differed considerably from Family A, in that they were living a 
substantial distance from their birth families and did not have the same degree of additional support. 
Instead, a shared parental responsibility in responding to the children was observed within Family 
B’s dynamics, where each parent would take turns at responding to each child (field notes, Days 1, 
2, 4 & 6). This differed significantly to Family A, who had access to the support of members of the 
extended family unit.  
Family B’s responses to child tantrums or emotional reactions were generally to ignore them 
(field notes, Days 1, 2, & 4), which was similar to Family A, the Elders’ commentary and 
Hamilton’s (1981) findings. Each morning the two-year-old would play outside and when it was 
time to finish this activity, would get upset. Mark responded by calmly moving him inside and 
letting him express his distress, and he consequently settled after about three minutes of crying 
(field notes, Day 4 & 6). Sue described her attitude to tantrums, saying: “Ignoring tantrums is the 
best way so he knows we aren’t going to give in to it” (Sue, Day 1).  
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Similarly to Family A, Family B demonstrated a desire for a close relationship between 
parents and their children, but differed in that the two-year-old would connect with both parents. 
Mark was the primary point of reference when Sue wanted the child to stop doing something, as he 
would address their child’s behaviour when asked by Sue. She said that she struggled to take charge 
of discipline, as she did not want her children to be afraid of her or not like her because she had to 
be harsh to them. Sue said this was directly due to her reflections on her experience of being 
parented harshly by her mother (field notes, Day 7). This meant Sue abdicated to Mark when a child 
was doing something that she did not like, and in terms of attachment expressed a more indulgent 
style than her partner. 
Throughout the period of observation, there were times when both parents were home to 
look after the children, or at home as sole carers. This shared freedom was encapsulated by Mark on 
Day Nine, “Me and Mother don’t get jealous and stuff… if she wants to go out, she does same for 
me, we share the responsibility”. The effects of this meant that the children needed to be 
comfortable with both parents, as well as both parents being confident in each other’s ability to care 
for the children. This can be contrasted to responses to the presence of me, the researcher, who was 
a stranger in their home, and demonstrates the development of social confidence in their eldest 
child. On Day One of observations, I was treated with curiosity from the two-year-old. There were 
subtle stranger reactions, with the two-year-old remaining close to Mark and then moving closer, to 
within touching distance, then returning to Sue. This did not last long as by the end of Day One’s 
observations (approximately two hours), the two-year-old was comfortably standing next to and 
engaging with me. This comfort continued for the duration of the research; by Day Three the two-
year-old was chasing me, the dog and Mark with the garden hose. 
As stated, both parents were comfortable with their children expressing emotions, and I did 
not observe them pushing children to feel better or not to cry. Emotions were, by my observations, 
treated as natural and important, so that the child experiences them and knows what they feel like, 
as well as how to deal with them.  Sue also said: “I think to myself that you’re ok” (Sue, Day 8) in 
regard to the infant when he is crying. Family B nonetheless responded quickly to distress. Family 
B and Family A differed in their acceptance of children expressing distress, and remaining 
emotionally available for their children, with Sue and Mark in Family B able to remain calm and 
not react to the child when upset. This could be due to the differences in family size, and Family B 
having both parents available to share the response and meet the needs of the child. 
Connecting with each child was an area where both parents in Family B communicated a 
strong commitment. Sue referred to this as being child centred: “We are routined around them” 
(Sue, Day 5). Both parents were motivated to develop close relationships with their children. Mark 
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spoke of this as a love of being a father and that it helped him grow as an adult: “That first child 
sets you free… starting over on life, separating from the past” (Mark, Day 5). Mark demonstrated 
his desire for a strong connection by seeking to be the first to respond when a child needed support, 
comfort or assistance (field notes, Days 2, 3, 5, & 6). Sue advised that this was about letting him 
[Mark] compensate for what he missed out on with his first child. Sue also desired a strong 
connection, but worked to ensure her children could separate from her, be autonomous and not need 
her all the time: “I learnt with two-year-old I would walk past him so he knew I was there but I 
wouldn’t make eye contact. I learnt that from my mum” (Sue, Day 3). 
In contradiction to popular views, Mark’s desire for connection with his children impacted 
on their use of external childcare, with Mark keeping his son at home rather than enrolling him in 
childcare. This was firstly, “because it is a large journey with two buses to get there, and secondly 
because I want to be the one to show him the world, I want that bond, father and son, it is 
something I never had” (Mark, Day 9). 
The provision of comfort differed between Sue and Mark. I observed Mark responding 
immediately a child cried, whereas Sue would delay her response and let the child cry. Sue advised 
that this was to help the child learn the reasons they were crying. Sue would try and put words to his 
needs and then meet them (field notes, Days 1, 2, 4, 5 & 8). In this way crying was purposeful and 
used to build awareness of differing experiences for the child. 
Sue also mentioned not picking children up every time they cried as she considered this as 
spoiling the child by “creating a pattern where the child would expect it all the time” (Sue, Day 6). 
This seemed similar to the responses of Carol from Family A. In these cases, the child was not left 
alone; Sue would be present but would use verbal comfort over physical comfort. This was very 
similar to Carol’s responses to her children and served to help these mothers achieve some 
independence in their children. 
The parent-child relationship was important for each parent in Family B and informed the 
way discipline was evinced. Mark was identified as responsible for disciplining each child. Sue 
commented that the two-year-old “doesn’t listen to her”. She said she finds it “really difficult, I 
want to be able to be in command but find it hard with the two-year-old” (Sue, Day 8). As noted 
above with regard to parental responsiveness, Sue had difficulty establishing and enforcing clear 
boundaries around her two-year-old’s behaviour.  
Conversely, Mark was observed to be consistent in his approach and very patient with each 
child. On Day One Mark was observed to stand up three times and repeat the action of lifting his 
two-year-old off the lounge room table after asking him to get down (field notes, Day 1). There was 
no raised voice, frustration or impatience in his tone. Mark said this was just about helping him 
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learn the routine: “He will know soon enough not to get up there” (Mark, Day 1). Mark also was 
able to remain even-handed, even when the boy hurt him by pulling his hair. Mark simply removed 
the two-year-old’s grip from his hair and said, “Please don’t do that” (field notes, Day 1). This 
showed a great deal of patience and an ability to remain calm with his children, with the focus on 
what the child needed to achieve rather than on punishment. 
Both Sue and Mark, like Family A, demonstrated high levels of tolerance for all child 
behaviours. I particularly observed this on Day Two when the two-year-old was pinching and 
hitting his father’s face, Mark asked him to stop, gently removing the two-year-old’s fingers from 
his face, and then tickled him (field notes, Day 2). Family B demonstrated an acceptance of their 
child exercising control over his environment and choosing his activities, and placed few 
restrictions on him. Restrictions that were applied were practical, and centred on not accessing the 
inside of the house when playing with the hose and becoming wet, or climbing too high on the 
fence. Other than these restrictions, the two-year-old seemed to have the run of the property.  
Differences in establishing compliance were observed between the parents in this family. 
The two-year-old was given great freedom and, when he did cross a boundary such as a safety 
concern by climbing too high, Sue would ask Mark to direct his attention to the child, or threatened 
the two-year-old that she would ‘go and get Dad’ (field notes, Day 7). The result was that the child 
complied. Desired behaviours were rewarded with the purchase of toys, and Sue said this was to 
ensure he has something new to play with. Mark noted, “I say what I gotta say then if they don’t 
listen I move them [the child]. I give ‘em’ a chance to do what we want. We don’t ask much so they 
seem to be happy to listen to us when they have to” (Mark, Day 7). Mark provided an insight into 
their parenting style of cultivating closeness: “We don’t yell ‘cause you know it makes you hate and 
we don’t want that for our two kids” (Mark, Day 9); and: “That stuff causes them to move to the 
streets and run away and stuff” (Mark, Day 9), providing an insight into Mark’s own childhood 
experiences. 
Sue and Mark both expressed their motivations to ensure their children had different life 
experiences from their own. This started with asking the eldest to care for his brother. In doing this 
they were instilling protective behaviours in the two-year-old by asking him to be careful around 
the baby. It included their expectation that their children be “… outdoors and comfortable with it, 
not stuck inside with TV and computers, so we sit outside a lot … we smoke, they play” (Sue, Day 
3). 
Family B’s children, like Family A’s, were expected to demonstrate good behaviour when 
they were out in the community, exemplified by “tell them to sit and have them do as they are told” 
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(Mark, Day 6). This gave each parent pride in how they and their family were seen by the 
community. 
Routines were a part of the daily interactions, with both parents expecting children to 
understand that routines exist. However, this was not about imposing parental routines but routines 
per se; children were not expected to fit into the adult routine: “our life is… we don’t have work so 
we can afford to respond to his routines, and it makes it really peaceful… you see how calm our 
place is” (Mark, Day 5). As Sue called it: “We are free ranged” (Sue, Day, 5). This approach 
conveyed a balance between starting from the child’s place, which then contributed to a peaceful 
atmosphere with less need to manage poor or bad behaviour, as there was no need to rush or be in a 
place at a specified time. When asked if it was possible to spoil a child, both parents spoke of this as 
meaning ‘giving them all the attention’. For them spoiling meant the child wouldn’t learn what it 
means to share, and sharing was important to this family, as they saw it as promoting close families 
that will be available for each other.  
Sue was clear that she was the adult, and that this started for her when the children were 
babies, in that she would not always pick them up: “If we made the bottle and do what we need to 
do it is on our terms. We are the commanders, but trying to meet his needs, and sometimes he will 
need to wait” (Sue, Day 7). “I want him to listen to me, when he goes to childcare the focus will 
change about following and doing as others say” (Sue, Day 9). This attitude demonstrated some 
expectations for children to follow adult direction, a subtle difference being they acknowledged that 
when their children attended school they understood that this focus would change. 
Sue mentioned tensions with her family as about how she felt she was treated during her 
childhood, which resulted in her being estranged from her birth family. Sue also spoke of separating 
from this so that her children were not aware of it, to enable them to establish their own relationship 
with her family. In one instance during the research, Sue’s brother came over to get the two-year-
old and take him to a party without them, with both parents identifying that they were in conflict 
with the family at this time (field notes, Day 1). “Regardless we could have a bounty on each 
other’s head, but I trust them with my family. Children shouldn’t miss out just because us adults are 
stirred up” (Sue, Day 1). Sue also identified that she wanted open communication for her children 
and partner, and sought to achieve this by having frequent evening meals in front of the TV to 
discuss the day’s events. 
Both Sue and Mark communicated and demonstrated an awareness of risk, and methods to 
ameliorate these in raising their children. This family relayed an example of being provided a care 
pack from the hospital on the premature birth of their second son. They didn’t use the products such 
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as baby oil and talcum powder, due to their knowledge of how these items have been linked to 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) risk (field notes, Day 6).  
Despite ignoring such commonly accepted resources, they wanted their child to be 
socialised as a boy and to learn how to be strong: “I don’t want him to grow up as a little girl” 
(Mark, Day 8). Mark was commenting on an acceptance for a level of toughness and expectation 
that their two-year-old experience knocks and falls. This was the response when the two-year-old 
developed a blister on his foot from playing on the hot concrete (field notes, Day 6). Mark further 
explained: “You know, we are keeping an eye on it, it doesn’t seem to be bothering him and it will 
toughen his feet up when we go bush” (Mark, Day 6). 
As with Family A, the child of Family B was provided freedom to explore and enjoy his 
environment. Mark had a higher risk threshold than Sue, often encouraging his two-year-old when 
he was trying something such as using the skateboard to roll down the driveway (field notes, Day 
2). This was done in a way that was not intrusive; Mark didn’t push his child with directions 
regarding play, but more simply followed his child’s decisions, then supported them. Their 
approach to managing risk was to remove the risk; Sue did this on a few occasions with hot drinks 
when the two-year-old was reaching for them. However, when it came to getting the child to stop 
climbing, threats of getting his father were used as the predominant strategy (field notes, Days 4, 7 
& 9). There was an aspect of consequence to this, such as when the two-year-old would roll down 
the steep driveway. If he fell off it was considered fine, captured in Sue saying, “He is just learning 
his current limits” (Sue, Day 9). 
7.1.3 Cultural identity 
Both Mark and Sue spoke of feelings of pride, strength and spiritual connectedness that 
Aboriginal culture brought to them as a family. This connectedness featured highly when Mark 
discussed what cultural parenting meant for him and his family: “My grandfather, he was connected 
and he showed me some of that, he could touch things and read them” (Mark, Day 4). Being 
cultural included knowing one’s ‘lingo’9; Mark said his family tradition was to keep this for his 
children to pass down from father to child. Mark advised that even his partner didn’t know he had 
his own lingo, and that his male role models had said that this was men’s business and to keep it 
between him and his children (Mark, Day 4). Mark was clear that it was important for him to pass 
this language on to his children: “My grandfather said to me… you keep it alive and hand it on to 
your family” (Mark, Day 4). Mark had plans for his children to start sharing in cultural knowledge 
and as indicated above, spoke of taking his boys on walkabout when they reach the age of three: 
                                                
9 ‘lingo’ refers to traditional language 
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“We’re ‘outa’ here, off to my home town to show them the bush, how to cook, make a hut, fish and 
make a fire; I will take them one at a time. Teach them how to live, what’s right and what’s wrong” 
(Mark, Day 4). 
There was a definite commitment to keep culture alive and a sense of keeping it flowing by 
passing knowledge over to the children. Sue also confirmed this in talking about an acceptance of 
spiritual knowledge and rules, as handed down from grandparents: “We were raised to be aware of 
this, Elders’ would use this if we were playing up or going somewhere we were not supposed to” 
(Sue, Day 5). This also showed how boundaries were traditionally established, along with shaping 
preferred behaviours. It was not possible to ascertain the parenting approaches of Family B’s birth 
families, particularly grandparents, as unlike Family A, they were not living in the same locality 
and were not involved in assisting with the care of the children, and did not participate in the 
research in the same way. 
Both Sue and Mark were relaxed in their approach, ensuring they provided freedom and 
embodied trust in their child. They referred to this as trust in their abilities, and the result seemed to 
be children whose boundaries were not constrained by fear, including absence of fear of falling or 
getting hurt. The two-year-old was very physically capable; on numerous occasions I observed him 
capably climbing a fence to the top, and overall he seemed to be adapted to his environment (field 
notes, Days 4, 5, 7 & 9). As Sue termed it, he was a ‘master of his environment’ (Sue, Day 3). This 
approach in parenting seemed to be about building his confidence and reducing fears of the 
unknown. Mark spoke of how they achieved this for their children: “You know, leaving him on his 
own helps him, we think, to learn independence. We are there watching him to make sure he is ok, 
but we don’t jump in all the time, sometimes he doesn’t even know we are watching” (Mark, Day 
3).  
Even though the children were at home, this did not mean each parent was tied to being 
there all the time. Both Sue and Mark had outings during which they left children in the care of the 
other parent (field notes, Days 3, 4 & 7). Family B admired and encouraged their children to be 
self-reliant, and Mark attributed this to teachings from his grandfather to “stand by yourself, learn 
strength, respect yourself, your area and your body” (Mark, Day 4). Sue also supported her children 
to develop this self-reliance; the two-year-old was given freedom to choose his activities and 
location for play, usually outside where he could make his own decisions regarding his preferred 
activity. When, during research observations, the two-year-old was outside, he was mostly playing 
with the hose, wetting himself, or chasing the dog, Mark or me with it. Sue would usually sit on the 
front step to have a cigarette and keep the two-year-old in sight. There was however very little 
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guidance or restriction placed on the child, with both parents letting the two-year-old control his 
activities within the environment (field notes, Days 2, 3, 5 & 9).   
Both Mark and Sue valued reflection and awareness as being intrinsic in the process of 
becoming parents. Mark demonstrated a critically reflective understanding of how his life impacted 
on his parenting, and this also relates to the child rearing responsibilities discussed earlier. 
For Family B there was a distinct understanding communicated as to what both parents 
wanted for their children. Mark spoke of bringing up his boys “the right way” (Mark, Day 4). In 
terms of Aboriginal culture, this means being respectful, linked to their country and understanding 
their culture, and that his responsibility was to teach his boys what it means to be an Aboriginal 
man. Both Sue and Mark articulated the importance to them of being positive role models, and this 
started with Mark ensuring he had his own life in order, meaning “getting a job and providing as 
best I can for my family” (Mark, Day 4). 
Sue spoke of the importance of being a good role model through providing the right 
guidance, and this meant helping children grow up to be strong, confident and connected to their 
community, starting with being involved in family discussions and decisions: “Making sure they are 
grown up right… my mother didn’t involve us in major decisions; I want to make sure that I do this 
when we discuss things as a family” (Sue, Day 8).  The outstanding feature for Family B was the 
expressed desire for a strong relationship and connection between parents and their children. In the 
following section, I draw together the major dimensions of parenting for Family B and how this fits 
with the picture of well-functioning parenting emerging in the thesis. 
7.2 Summary 
The themes of child rearing responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural identity 
developed throughout the research reveal some key findings for Family B, as follows. Sue 
identified the importance of a partnered approach with Mark for the care of her infant. At face 
value, this seems to be in contradiction to the Elders’ reflections whereby mothers were the primary 
carers. I observed that Sue was still the primary caregiver in that she was vigilant and acted as an 
advisor for Mark, guiding him and allowing him to take a more active parenting role due to the time 
he missed with the first child during their separation. The benefits of this arrangement meant that 
Sue had increased freedom and the ability to leave the house without the infant when needed, 
knowing Mark could care for the children especially given the absence of extended family. This 
differed from Family A, and those discussed by ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Hamilton (1981), 
Kruske et al. (2012), Malin (1989) and Malinowski (1913), where mothers were expected to 
maintain complete care for infants and young children, and demonstrated a type of supported care 
approach.  
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The parenting environment was one of confidence in each other’s ability to effectively care 
for the children. This confidence allowed freedom for each parent so that they could leave the 
children with each other. The effect on this household seemed to be the establishment of a low 
stress environment with increased confidence, leading to support for each other’s style of parenting.  
Both Family A and B had confidence in their children’s’ ability to develop naturally over 
time. Child development was considered to take place when the child was ready; there was little 
emphasis on language development with Families A and B, and both had children with delayed 
speech. This was a striking similarity to ACRS (2001), Hamilton’s (1981) and the Footprints in 
Time (DFAHCSIA, 2009) findings of low concern and priority for language development, due to 
the differences in chronology and environment. Effectively, these differing informant groups 
identified similar approaches of letting the child develop in their own time, which was a strong 
theme throughout most of the studies examined in Chapter 4. While children were supported to 
develop at their own pace, there was evidence that they do in fact develop language competently but 
just a bit later. This was observed in the language ability of Family A’s older children. These 
families had confidence that their children would develop without needing specialists if their child 
was not performing according to normative developmental pathways. 
Teasing as a method of building emotional strength and resilience was present both within 
adult-adult interactions and adult-child interactions.  Family B conveyed an understanding that their 
children were growing up in a world that at times will not be fair, and used teasing as a method to 
build their children’s emotional strength. This characteristic resonated throughout the findings of 
ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989), Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) and the Elders’ 
focus group, as well as directly with the findings from Family A. 
The home environment was play-based and had similarities with Family A where children 
were supported and encouraged to own and make use of their environment. Specifically, different 
uses for broken toys encouraged creative play. 
Parental responsiveness was expressed in how parents responded to everyday needs of their 
children. Family B had a very similar approach to what was found in the Elders’ focus groups and 
the previous research of Hamilton, (1981), Malin (1989), and Malinowski (1913), where they would 
largely ignore tantrums and accept this as the child expressing their emotions. This approach 
differed from Family A, which could be a result of its larger size and differing parental presence. 
Sue as well as Carol (Family A) would use verbal comfort over physical comforting and 
considered that responding to every cue from their children could ‘spoil’ them, which also served to 
ensure both mothers had a degree of independence from their children. 
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Family B showed a great deal of patience and an ability to remain calm with their children 
when it came to managing behaviours, with the focus on what the child needed to achieve rather 
than on punishing the child, as Geia (2012) also found, specifically in reference to how fathers and 
grandfathers enacted discipline with a gentle approach.  ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981) and Malin 
(1989) similarly found that parents accepted child behaviours without recourse. There was a high 
level of tolerance for the older child to choose his activities and interact with his environment, 
comparable with Hamilton’s (1981) findings of parents’ high tolerance for child noise and 
behaviours in a bush setting. 
Family B did not implement normative parenting practices and were clear that they oriented 
their activities around their child and his daily choices. This again echoed findings from Chapter 4 
that highlighted children being provided with freedom to choose their activities with little focus on 
adult direction of childhood play and other activities. 
Lastly, cultural identity included a concern with autonomy and self-reliance, and was an 
important aspect of parenting for Family B, again resonating with findings from Elders, Hamilton 
(1981) and Malin (1989), with Family B expressing a desire to keep their culture alive by 
maintaining connection to their country and passing knowledge on to the children. Autonomy was 
encouraged and supported for each child, likewise it was given to each parent, as also found by 
Hamilton (1981), wherein parents were afforded the same right to autonomy. As ACRS (2001), 
Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989) and priest et al. (2008) found, parents admired and encouraged their 
children’s self-reliance, and this was also important to Mark, as he was taught by his grandfather to 
“stand by yourself, learn strength, respect” (Mark, Day 4).  
In the next chapter, the final family in the study will be presented and a comparison drawn 
against the data obtained from Families A and B as well as against the data established from 
Chapters Four and Five. 
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Chapter 8 Family C - Lisa’s Family 
8.1 Family C 
Family C is a small, complex and culturally traditional family with two children. The 
Mother, referred to as Lisa, is 23 years old and the eldest daughter of her birth family. She is the 
second eldest of her mother’s four children, with the eldest child originating from her mother’s 
previous marriage. This family is culturally traditional in a couple of differing ways. Firstly, Lisa’s 
youngest sister is her biological cousin, who was removed by child protective services, and placed 
into kinship care with Lisa’s birth family. In accordance with cultural tradition, she is recognised as 
part of Lisa’s birth family and is identified as her sister. Secondly, Lisa resides with her father’s 
mother (Rita), and her father’s sister (Amanda). As will become clear, each figure in this household 
had a specific role in supporting Lisa to care for her children. Lisa has a good adult relationship 
with her mother (Jan) and father (Joe) and yet has lived with Rita since she was 10 years of age. As 
was told to me, this was because her parents were experiencing some difficulties with Lisa’s 
behaviours and some possible impacts from her mother’s work with supporting families in the 
domestic violence sector.  
The solution developed by the family was for Lisa, as a ten-year-old, to stay with her 
paternal grandmother (Rita) for two to three nights per week. The ten-year-old Lisa was still able to 
connect with her family regularly, and the family benefitted from the support of this arrangement. It 
continued for a couple of years until, as Lisa advised, it became natural for her to live full time with 
her grandmother from the age of fourteen. This did not jeopardise her relationship with her parents 
and siblings and also helped her grandmother secure stable housing in the same area as Lisa’s 
family. This living arrangement continued to the present and was evident during research 
observations (field notes, Day 2). Even while living with her grandmother, Lisa moved freely 
between this house and her parent’s house as the family lived close together in the same suburb.  
 Lisa’s two children are from separate de-facto relationships, with the eldest child’s father 
no longer involved with the care of his child. David, a non-Indigenous man and the father of Lisa’s 
youngest child, was a fly-in-fly-out worker and, as with Family A’s circumstances, was not part of 
observations or semi-structured interviews during this study. 
This chapter will follow a similar direction to Chapters Six and Seven, highlighting the 
characteristics of this family. The discussion is again framed by the themes of child rearing 
responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural identity. What stands out for this family is the 
active involvement of a large number of members of Lisa’s extended family, as well as Lisa, in 
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providing care and support for the children. This is demonstrated in a genogram representation of 
Family C in Figure 4. 
 
 
Figure 4. Family C: Lisa's Genogram 
 
8.1.1 Child rearing responsibilities 
Lisa described receiving family assistance in raising her children, mostly in the form of 
advice and, at times, being ‘told what do’ with minimal practical support (field notes, Day 2). She 
spoke freely of wanting to find her own home so that she could establish her own routines and care 
for her children independently (field notes, Day 2). Lisa received support from Rita and Amanda in 
caring for her children through receiving assistance with bathing the infant, and also in sleep and 
settling of the young child. It was clear, however, that both Rita and Amanda expected her to be 
responsible for her children herself, and whilst remaining available to help, would defer to her as 
such. 
This family lived in a two-bedroom unit that housed three adults and two children. As a 
result, Lisa slept downstairs with her children on a fold away bed. Lisa said her usual start to each 
day was to pack up the fold away bed and to rearrange the room for daily use (Lisa, Day 2).  She 
described this routine as one that contributed to her desire to obtain independent housing. 
Each morning Amanda would assist Lisa with feeding the infant, then change her nappy and 
return her to Lisa (field notes, Days 3 & 6). If Amanda was holding the baby and she started crying, 
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she would be handed back to her mother to settle. Lisa would make breakfast for her three-year-old 
and then move him out to the back yard, where he would play on a small one square metre mat, 
while being supervised by her (field notes, Days 2, 3, 5 & 6). Lisa stated that it wasn’t ideal but 
conveyed her concern about the area she lived in: “I don’t trust the neighbours so we stay out the 
back here and he is on the mat because we don’t have any grass” (Lisa, Day 3). 
This was the regular routine for Lisa when she was home and during research visits most of 
our time was spent outside with the children, irrespective of the time of day. On some occasions 
both children were outside with Lisa when I arrived, or the infant was being attended to by 
Amanda, who would return the child to Lisa to hold. On two occasions (field notes, Days 4 & 7) 
Lisa left the children in the care of Rita and Amanda while she attended appointments. When I 
arrived I was welcomed into the home by these two and advised that Lisa wouldn’t be long as she 
had to go out for some business. This provided the opportunity to talk with Amanda and Rita as the 
other adults in the house. They shared their goals in assisting Lisa to be a good mother by helping 
her take responsibility for her children, whilst communicating to her that they could be depended on 
if she needed them (field notes, Day 4). 
Each family involved in this study was unique when it came to caring dynamics, and Family 
C was no different in this respect. What stood out about Lisa was how different her living 
circumstances were in comparison to Families A and B but despite this, it was clear that she had 
responsibility for the care of her two children. The aunt, Amanda, would provide assistance when 
needed but only to help Lisa manage her three-year-old by taking the infant for a period of time 
(field notes, Days 2 & 3). In addition to her usual living arrangements, Lisa was supported in her 
role as primary carer by her mother (Jan) regularly taking the three-year-old in order to give Lisa 
some time to connect with her new-born infant, including for overnight stays. Jan would drop the 
three-year-old at child care the next day, and Lisa would pick him up in the afternoon or 
alternatively, Jan would drop him back to his mother (field notes, Days 3, 4 & 6). 
Lisa was vigilant in keeping her children safe from harm and was observed to work towards 
reducing risk for them at every opportunity. During observations she would check on her infant at 
20 minute intervals when the baby was sleeping (field notes, day 3 & 5), and would also check on 
her three-year-old son when he was outside in the fenced yard. Somewhat different to the other 
families, her response to danger was to remove her child from the area. For example, she was 
observed to respond quickly to danger when he was climbing on a trampoline with other older 
children. As he was jumping, the trampoline was coming off the ground and tipping over, so Lisa 
removed him and took him back inside the house. On another occasion, she commented, “I’m not 
comfortable out the front due to cars and traffic and it’s a hectic area with other people from the 
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flats coming and going” (Lisa, Day 10; field notes, Day 10). Lisa was fearful of child protective 
services and was genuinely worried they would come and take her children. She was diligent in 
making sure that her child had everything he wanted and did not get upset, as she equated his 
getting upset with being seen as a poor parent. 
Some differences between Lisa and Families A and B were that Lisa was uncomfortable in 
managing her children’s distress, and as a result would usually do anything she could to console 
them, including accessing her extended family. Lisa described, “dropping in to Dad’s, because baby 
was crying and I couldn’t work out what to do, it was somewhere to give her a bottle” (Lisa, Day 
8). By comparison, both Family A and B demonstrated a level of comfort with their children 
expressing distress. 
The use of teasing, however, was very similar to Families A and B, and an aspect of the 
family context, with all adults engaging in this with the three-year-old. Rita and Amanda teased the 
child as a part of their interaction with him. Rita commented that this “toughens them up”, when 
teasing him about not having his trousers on the right way (Rita, Day 2; field notes, Day 2). Teasing 
also had an instructive component whereby it was employed to create anxiety and fear around 
places of danger, and reinforce messages of safety, creating a psychological boundary of: “don’t go 
there, the bad one will get you” as Lisa explained it (Lisa, Day 4). Teasing was also used as 
motivation for compliance, with comments such as, “Bities out there … In the bath, I pull the plug 
out…. you know how it makes that noise…. when he won’t get out, we pull it out and say bities in 
there and he gets out quick” (Lisa, Day 4). Lisa worried that a possible impact of too much teasing 
was that it might lead to her child developing a bad temper, and she did not wish to cause her child 
to get upset. The teasing responses were primarily designed around encouraging her child to 
comply. 
Growing up with her grandmother influenced Lisa’s parenting decisions and actions: “I 
mostly grew up with Nan [Rita] so it was mostly from what I saw her doing, and we live together 
now so I still learn” (Lisa, Day 2). Lisa acknowledged that it was “great to have that help and watch 
how they do it”, in reference to the assistance also provided by her aunt (Lisa, Day 2). Both 
Amanda and Rita were confident of Lisa’s ability to care independently for her children and made 
this evident by encouraging her to move out of the house and set up her own place, which she was 
in the process of doing (field notes, Day 3). With regard to parentcraft, Lisa was still close to her 
parents and connected with them regularly, both as a means of support with child care and also 
when she needed assistance trying to decide what to do when her children were upset.  
Lisa demonstrated awareness of her child’s cues around needing sleep and food and 
communicated what these were for her. She noted that when her three-year-old “was changing his 
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tone, his eyes start to look really heavy and he is grizzling, this tells me it’s time for him to have a 
rest” (Lisa, Day 1). On Day 1 when the three-year-old was grizzling, Lisa advised that this was his 
tired signal; after five minutes there was silence so she checked on him. He had fallen asleep behind 
the sofa which created a barrier between the lounge room and kitchen, in an open plan area. She 
then picked him up off the floor and placed him on the sofa next to her, where he remained asleep 
for the duration of that day’s observations (field notes, Day 1).   
Both Amanda and Rita would help with the infant and this made it easier for Lisa to attend 
to her older boy. There was limited structure or routine around organising sleep times with both 
children, including the five-week-old infant left to fall asleep during the day by herself. When they 
did fall asleep, and if it was safe, they were left in that place undisturbed. If Lisa thought it 
necessary she would pick them up and place them in a safe spot. She would check on her infant 
regularly by placing her hand on the child’s belly, and would also do this if the baby made noises 
whilst sleeping. This seemed to settle the children and helped maintain their sleep (field notes, Days 
1 & 3). For some daytime sleeps I observed Amanda to take the sleeping infant, when handed over 
by Lisa, and then carry her upstairs to settle into the cot (field notes, Days 2 & 4). 
Direct observation of the evening sleep process was not conducted, but Lisa talked about 
trying to be a little more structured: “Usually I like them in bed at 7:30 p.m., we have an early 
dinner about 4 p.m. I put them in pyjamas then put him in bed, say good night” (Lisa, Day 5). 
However, this was not a strict routine and was flexible according to the demands of the household, 
considering the shared sleeping space: “We’ve got a routine going but sometimes we don’t stick to 
it, like last night I had to be out late” (Lisa, Day 5). Whilst also not observed, Lisa, like Families A 
and B, also co-slept with her children. During our conversation about this, she described it as her 
usual practice, and as a combination of need due to space, and her own desire as their mother: “I 
feel less comfortable if they are in the cot… I am not sure if I am going to hear them” (Lisa, Day 3). 
When asked how it felt when they were all together Lisa commented: 
 
I like it, I love to wake up to his cuddles, the roll arounds. We just sleep 
together, there is no other room. When I get my own place then he will have 
his own room but I wouldn’t mind bub still in with me. (Lisa, Day 3) 
 
When it came time to eat, there was a sense of shared support with Amanda and Lisa jointly 
feeding the children. The five-week-old was fed using formula, and this was due to Lisa’s 
experience with her first child, where she wasn’t able to supply enough breast milk for him. Lisa 
did try breastfeeding the infant, however bottle feeding freed her to look after the three-year-old. It 
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also released her from the ties of breastfeeding, providing some feelings of independence. This was 
a similar situation across all three families in this study. There was no pressure from Rita and 
Amanda to breastfeed and the benefit to Lisa was the support provided by her aunt and grandmother 
as they could assist with feeding all the children. Similarly to Families A and B, the main structured 
meal was dinner, and this was in order to assist with establishing a bedtime routine (field notes, 
Days 6 & 7). 
All adults within the household were observed to take a role in helping the three-year-old 
learn and develop. I saw Rita encouraging the three-year-old to put his shoes on the correct feet by 
asking about how comfortable they were and then touching each of his feet in turn with her hands. 
He then took them off and Rita placed them on the correct feet (field notes, Day 5). Lisa expressed 
her wish to protect her children as much as possible and commented that this was about 
acknowledging the importance of childhood, also that they grow up so fast (field notes, Day 3). 
Similarly to Families A and B, Lisa also stated that childhood was to be protected and that adult 
topics and issues were to be kept separate from children. All three women in Family C assisted with 
learning and development. Lisa’s father (Joe) was also actively involved in supporting her with care 
for her children and was available to be called upon when needed. However, this was left to Lisa to 
initiate. 
Lisa was accessing childcare for her three-year-old and, unlike Families A and B, identified 
this as a resource to assist with the development of her children, along with an opportunity for 
respite in the care process, as she was primarily responsible for her children’s care. There was an 
identified period for connecting with each child, with a shift towards teaching as the child reached a 
certain age. Lisa said that the role of her extended family, beyond her immediate household, for the 
three-year-old was now “centred on teaching, whereas the role of the family, including me, for the 
baby is on connecting” (Lisa, Day 1). Lisa advised that this process started a little later and should 
have started when he was about two years old (field notes, Day 3). Everyone was responsible for 
teaching, with each person having a role to play. The focus in Family C was on teaching manners 
and ways of relating between each family member. 
Play was different for Family C in comparison to Families A and B. When playing outside 
the three-year-old was confined to the back yard and would play on his one square metre play mat. 
Lisa said that each day he would play on this mat as he didn’t like getting dirty (field notes, Day 7).  
Lisa also spoke of her birth family having “this same type of mat and that gives him continuity 
when he stays with his grandparents” (Lisa, Day 4).  
Whenever the three-year-old was inside he had the run of the house, with minor restrictions 
placed on him, such as if he was climbing too high or had anything like a glass that could break and 
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hurt him (field notes, Days 3, 4, 5 & 10). He was either inside the house or in the back yard on most 
days. As indicated, Lisa was not comfortable with him playing in the front yard because she didn’t 
trust the neighbours and there were no front fences.  
Lisa demonstrated a belief in letting her children develop in their own time and was not in a 
rush for her three-year-old to be independent, and conveyed joy at him wanting to be close to her. 
She did however acknowledge frustration in helping him in toilet training: “Everyone is trying to 
help him with speaking, but, toileting that’s just me and that is so friggin hard” (Lisa, Day 3). 
Toilet training was problematic and Lisa was unsure how to go about it. She was given 
advice by her aunts and mother however it was left to her to achieve toileting: “I have asked family 
and they have given different ideas such as letting him go without nappies and feel what it is like to 
wee his pants to letting him go without both and let him wee out the back yard.” (Lisa, Day 7). 
On Day Four I gained a small insight into Lisa comparing her children with others’ 
development, which was markedly dissimilar to Families A and B (field notes, Day 4). When 
describing how her child’s walking and physical skills were encouraged in order to provide 
independence for herself and allowing her to feel proud of her child, she commented: “I was keen 
for him to walk because all my mates’ children were walking [at that age] and I shouldn’t compare 
but…” (Lisa, Day 4). 
When it came to verbal development Lisa was worried about the level of speech her child 
used. Her three-year-old still used a pacifier and would not pronounce many words. Lisa said “I am 
worried the other kids his age are talking and I don’t want him to get bullied” (Lisa, Day 2). She 
conveyed concern that being different in his language ability, could impact on her child when he 
began to interact with other children. So for this mother, positive language and milestone 
development potentially acted as protective barriers to bullying in the future. 
Lisa’s family try to help by being enthusiastic each time he said a word correctly: “Everyone 
starts getting excited when he starts to say stuff” (Lisa, Day 5). During the period of observation 
Lisa had varied success removing the pacifier. At the end of the observation period (10 days) the 
three-year-old was talking and using a lot more words that were clearly enunciated (field notes, 
Days 9 & 10): “We try and encourage him a bit more, we are relieved that he is talking” (Lisa, Day 
7).  
8.1.2 Parental responsiveness 
Family C provided an alternative view of parenting and family structure to that of Families 
A and B. As a parent, Lisa was able to access support from her paternal grandmother and aunt as 
they all shared a residence. She also received support from her mother and father who lived close 
by. Even though her birth family were very close proximally to her, the primary figure responsible 
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for the two children was Lisa. The family acted as a support network, at times intervening with 
advice, and at other moments taking an active support role in caring for the baby and the three-year-
old, as observed on Day Two and spoken about by Lisa (field notes, Day 2): “If he is crying I can 
give baby girl to Aunt [Amanda], and she will look after her whilst I try and sort out what is going 
on” (Lisa, Day 2). 
It was made clear to me by both Rita and Amanda that Lisa was responsible for her children: 
“Yeah we will help her but she has to look after those kids”, (Amanda, Day 4). “Yeah there is no 
going out partying all the time” (Rita, Day 4). 
Lisa, as in Families A and B, spoke about and created a close connection with her two 
children. Lisa struggled when her child wanted to go with other adults such as her mother and felt 
this deeply as rejection: “We have become a lot closer, he wanted to stay with me rather than go 
with Mum, this made me happy” (Lisa Day 4). 
Lisa is at times able to take charge in setting and enforcing boundaries. She demonstrated 
this when she was changing the three-year-old’s nappy. Even though he was kicking and shaking, 
Lisa remained calm and in control as the adult (field notes, Day 2). She was at times timid in her 
responses, disclosing, like Sue (Family B), that she doesn’t wish to jeopardise the relationship: “I 
don’t want him to hate me” (Lisa, Day 3). “I find it difficult ‘cause I know that he will carry on if it 
is me, just leaving. He didn’t even say goodbye [at childcare] or nothing” (Lisa, Day 8). This fear of 
her child not liking her if she had to enforce compliance impacted on Lisa’s motivations in taking 
her child on outings, as she was worried that he would get into trouble: “But at home he is fine he 
can’t get into much here” (Lisa, Day 3). 
Lisa did not seem comfortable with her three-year-old exploring too far away from her, and 
as a result he was expected to play in the small back yard of approximately six square metres. This 
afforded him little chance of exploration, with Lisa observing that this was mostly due to there 
being prickles in the yard and very little grass. He seemed content to spend time on the mat 
mentioned earlier, and rarely came into Lisa or requested things of her (field notes, Days 2, 3, 4, & 
7). 
Lisa demonstrated discomfort whenever her three-year-old was crying or distressed, 
working hard to distract him away from being upset. One strategy she used was to avoid those 
actions that may upset him. I observed this on Day One where the uncle who was visiting was going 
to leave and the three-year-old became upset. Lisa told the uncle to sneak out the back door (field 
notes, Day 1). Lisa described each of the family giving in to him in this way, as they were happy to 
ensure he didn’t get too upset with any activities in which he was involved. 
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This was also observed when Lisa was trying to help the three-year-old cease using his 
dummy: “You can see why I give in to him. Stop crying” [directed towards three-year-old, Lisa 
didn’t yell at all but was visibly discomforted]. At this point Lisa was observed to become 
uncomfortable (field notes, Day 5) and this was confirmed when she said to him: “Please stop 
crying, you don’t need it, don’t make me feel sorry for you ‘cause you can’t have it” (Lisa, Day 5). 
I observed Lisa to work towards a strong connection with her children. At childcare on Day 
Eight, her connection with her children was demonstrated. She was relaxed, cuddling closely with 
the three-year-old after he had been home with her for a week with illness. Lisa sat with her son in 
her lap while the childcare staff held the five-week-old (field notes, Day 8).  Lisa described feeling 
sad to have to leave him that day as she had really enjoyed having him with her. At the same time, 
she was looking forward to the rest, given the infant slept readily throughout the day (field notes, 
Day 8). 
The importance of connecting with family was emphasised by Lisa when she spoke of the 
desire for her boy to be connected with his extended family: “I don’t want him separated from the 
family or left out” (Lisa, Day 3). This was in response to how Lisa experienced her own childhood: 
“I felt left out when I was little as I grew up with Nan [Rita]” (Lisa, Day 3). 
In summary, during each day of the research observations Lisa would spend time out the 
back of the house with both children. Once the infant was tired, Lisa would help her to go to sleep, 
then come out and sit with her three-year-old son (field notes, Days 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 & 7). Lisa’s 
responses to her children seemed informed by reflections on what her children may be feeling or 
thinking and a desire to be needed: “I try to think on the side of my children, I want to be needed” 
(Lisa, Day 6). She spoke of discomfort with her children crying or being upset, and personally 
experienced this as the child rejecting her (field notes, Day 5). As a result, Lisa responds 
immediately when one of her children is upset, but she also tries to avoid creating those 
circumstances that may upset her children. Lisa provides comfort by going to the children and 
picking them up or sitting closely in the hope they will come to her for a hug or comfort (field 
notes, Days 3, 5, & 6). 
Lisa’s approach to managing her son’s behaviour differed from that of Families A and B, 
and while she was able to speak clearly about behaviours that were not acceptable to her, she also 
described her usual way of managing these as “giving in to him” (Lisa, Day 3). Lisa mostly used 
threats of getting the aunt, with limited use of any rewards for positive behaviour (field notes, Days 
4, 6, & 9). She would try to use distraction by showing him a toy or giving him a drink as 
encouragement, but would revert back to threats of telling her aunt or Nan if the child would not 
listen (field notes, Days 3, 5 & 6). 
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Like Families A and B, Lisa was observed to have high tolerance for child directed activities 
and noise within the home. She identified herself as very lenient (field notes, Day 2), but also 
attributed this to having struggles in managing the behaviour of her three-year-old. “It's not that I’m 
saying he’s bad, I just don’t want to be the baddy and take away his fun in case he won’t like me” 
(Lisa, Day 2). In this respect Lisa was observed to be tolerant of the activities and actions of her 
child: “My fault is I let him get away with a lot” (Lisa, Day 2).  This played out as the child 
choosing activities with Lisa going along with it. 
Family C presented a unique combination in establishing compliance and managing 
discipline with the three-year-old. Whilst he was usually given choice and freedom with limited 
boundaries placed upon him, when changes to behaviour were required, either from yelling or 
excessive distress, it was Rita and Amanda who would at times undermine Lisa’s attempts at 
boundary setting. This was observed on Day Six when Lisa was trying to encourage the three-year-
old to go without his pacifier, and he was remonstrating and upset for 10 minutes. Rita intervened 
by asking him if he wanted his pacifier back, and then looked for it to give back to him (field notes, 
Day 6). Yet on another occasion, Rita and Amanda growled at him using a rough tone, saying to 
him “that’s enough now” (Rita, Day 4). The three-year-old’s response was to quieten down (field 
notes, Day 4). Rita seemed to have an authoritative presence that he would respond to. This also 
made it difficult for Lisa to exercise parental authority when in her presence. 
 Lisa visibly found it difficult to bring about compliance and would often try to give the 
child a smack on the hand if he went somewhere that he shouldn’t, as was observed on Day Four 
when he was trying to go outside after being told it was rest time (field notes, Day 4). After a smack 
on the hand, Lisa told him three more times, then gave in and moved outside to be with him (field 
notes, Day 4). Boundary setting for this mother was quite difficult and she conceded this saying, “I 
usually try three or four times then give up… it is too hard you know” (Lisa, Day 4). 
Both Rita and Amanda seemed aware that Lisa needed assistance with guiding her three-
year-old, and both would take an active role in establishing boundaries for him. This was clear from 
Amanda’s comments to me that, “She loves her kids but just struggles to be strong with them when 
they need her to be” (Amanda, Day 5). This meant they would provide this support as it was 
needed. This was clear on Day Seven when it was time for the three-year-old to have a bath after 
playing outside. Lisa asked him a couple of times to go upstairs before Amanda picked him up and 
took him upstairs to the bath. I could hear him yelling up the stairs but then settle within three 
minutes (field notes, Day 7). This provided a clear example of elders in this family modelling 
parenting behaviours. 
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Lisa had clear expectations that her older child would look after his younger sibling and take 
on a caring role. This was evident in observations of Lisa with her child at childcare, where she and 
I watched her three-year-old push a child away from his younger sister (field notes, Day 9). When 
we spoke of this Lisa said: “I was proud of him for sticking up for his family. This is what I want 
for him, he has to take on the big brother role now, I want him to look after her but not pick fights 
or anything” (Lisa, Day 9).  
Communication between Lisa and her children was child-focused, with children being 
spoken to as if speaking to another adult. There was no observable use of infantalised speech for the 
5-week-old, nor the three-year-old (field notes, Days 2, 3, 4, 6, & 8). Lisa seemed distracted when 
her three-year-old was awake, and in a form of constant alertness to ensure her child did not get into 
emotional states in which he would need her to manage him, saying: “I can’t really focus on 
anything else until he is asleep” (Lisa, Day 8). This meant the child did not need to attempt to 
communicate as Lisa was trying to anticipate his needs on a moment to moment basis. 
Lisa, Rita, and Amanda all commented on the importance of protecting childhood by 
ensuring that adult conversations were kept separate from children. For this family these topics 
included disappointment with family members for their choices of partner to family pregnancies 
(field notes, Days 3 & 8). A commonality between all three families was that tension in 
relationships between mothers and adult daughters was apparent. This too was evident with Family 
C and played out with Lisa residing with her grandmother from the age of fourteen years. The 
tension in her relationship with her birth mother was not permitted to be perceptible to the three-
year-old and he was not placed in a position between the two branches of the family whereby he 
could become aware of any tensions. 
Risk to children was a prevailing point of discussions during observation and was attributed 
to Lisa’s concern over the block of units in which she resided with her children, and the concern she 
had about her fellow residents. She was aware that police regularly attended the complex and it was 
rumoured there was drug use and drug dealing taking place. There was also a strong fear of coming 
to the attention of child protection services based on her extended family’s experiences, even 
though no reasons for this fear seemed apparent throughout ten days of observations (field notes, 
Days 1-10). Lisa explained this succinctly on Day Five in saying, “Child Safety [Queensland 
Government statutory child protection agency] is a fear for me ‘cause a lot of our extended family 
have had them in their lives and I worry that it can happen to us so quickly” (Lisa, Day 5). 
In contrast to Families A and B, Family C was reluctant to let the three-year-old boy explore 
on his own and he was confined to his mat in their back yard. This highlighted a concern for his 
wellbeing and for his welfare, along with an awareness of potential risks that may be present. This 
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was somewhat consistent with Anbarra families where Hamilton (1981) identified their concerns 
for the safety of children in their environment. Risk was managed by keeping their children close, 
with Lisa identifying that she didn’t think her child recognised danger (field notes, Day 2): “It is up 
to me to recognise it and remove either it or him from the area” (Lisa, Day 4).  
Lisa could be described as over-protective and the three-year-old was not given as much 
room to explore his environment and items within it in contrast to the children in Families A and B. 
8.1.3 Cultural identity 
Lisa identified that culture was very important for both herself and her children, and she was 
pleased that her son could learn his culture through the strong connections he had with his 
grandfather and uncle. Lisa spoke of her father’s role as being responsible for teaching and sharing 
culture with her children. This would take place by adults engaging in cultural practices and 
allowing children to join in as and when they wanted: “My father and cousin get together regularly 
and play the didge10 and teach the young ones to dance. He [three-year-old] knows the eagle dance 
now and tries to play the didge” (Lisa, Day 4). Lisa’s family were actively involved in the child’s 
care and I observed them sharing cultural dancing and music with the three-year-old and his 
classmates at childcare (field notes, Day 9). 
Family C’s involvement in culture was more visible than for Families A and B, and yet all 
three families identified the presence of cultural strength as important for their families. Language 
was seen as important in connecting with culture, with Lisa identifying that her father would share 
bits of his traditional Aboriginal language with her three-year-old as a way of starting his learning. 
This is significant given his delay in language development, because cultural language took 
precedence and was valued more than English-language competency. The value placed on culture 
centred around a lived experience for each generation and was captured succinctly by Lisa: “I 
visited Dad yesterday as they were off to do some dancing, and as we walked in Dad had his music 
going and my boy just started some cultural dancing. It was great to see, it just keeps it alive” (Lisa, 
Day 7). 
Lisa supported her boy to develop his autonomy by letting him choose his own clothes each 
day (field notes, Days 3, 4 & 7). This child spent time each day with his mother following his lead 
in most things. Whilst Lisa wanted him to develop strength and autonomy as an individual, she was 
also reluctant to let him develop too much autonomy, as she wanted him to remain close to her 
within the relationship: “I don’t want him to grow up, I enjoy him being close, it is about me I 
                                                
10 ‘Didge’ refers to didgeridoo, traditional wind instrument used for open and closed ceremonies 
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know… I mean Mum and Dad wanted me to be independent, you know clean up after yourself, 
have some responsibility” (Lisa, Day 4).  
Lisa demonstrated ideas about her child developing self-reliance and toughness that 
resonated with those of Families A and B. Specifically, Lisa wanted her three-year-old to grow up 
strong and be able to stick up for and defend himself and his sister, and also equated the ability to 
stick up for himself as a representation of being confident. 
Lisa was proud of her children and also a proud member of her family. As a result, Lisa 
acknowledged the importance of her family and community perceptions of herself and her children, 
and this involved ensuring her children behaved according to ways that demonstrated respect and 
also did not make her look bad (field notes, Day 7). Lisa and her aunt and grandmother all 
commented on the value of respect between family members. This was central in their view, 
primarily because by valuing the relationship with the family the level of support that could be 
counted on when required was directly increased (field notes, Day 9). This involved emotional, 
financial and material support. In strong similarity with Families A and B, children’s relationships 
with their extended family were to be encouraged, supported and remain unaffected by any conflict 
that might arise between adults. The goal was for the development of strong connections and 
relations between family members. Children were not used as pawns or as leverage when adults had 
disagreements (field notes, Days 9 & 10). 
Being close as a family was a natural flow-on from respect and Lisa valued the connections 
she had with her cousins, parents, brothers, aunts and grandparents, and highlighted that coming 
from a large family brought value, in that “everyone was different and brought something into the 
mix that helped him [her child] to develop” (Lisa, Day 10).  
8.2 Summary 
What follows is the integration of summary data from Family C and the first two families, 
and comment on how this resonates with the three themes concerning parenting that have been 
identified within this thesis as significant although not always common across time and place. The 
themes of child rearing responsibilities, parental responsiveness and cultural identity were used to 
illuminate the data throughout this chapter, starting with child rearing responsibilities. This was 
placed directly onto Lisa, with her extended birth family, in particular her grandmother Rita and 
aunt Amanda, with whom she lived, providing support to ensure she met her children’s needs. This 
extra support allowed Lisa to focus on developing a strong connection between herself and each 
child. As Hamilton (1981) found among the Anbarra, gender differences were apparent, with boys 
generally having few restrictions but nonetheless expected to care for those younger than them. 
Within the participant families this also played out, with boys expected to be the protectors of 
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sisters and those younger than them, seen in Family A with an older male cousin caring for female 
children, in Family B with older brothers looking out for younger siblings, and in Family C with 
Lisa proud of her son when he stood up to another child who got too close to his sister. 
Teaching parentcraft took place with great similarity to the way it was explained by the 
Elders’ in the focus group, and this is supported by data from ACRS (2002) and Hamilton (1981). 
Grandparents took a significant advisory role in each case, with the expectation being to listen to 
what was being shared by them. Family C echoed this clearly, due largely to their living conditions, 
where Lisa and her children cohabited with older generations of her birth family. 
The language development of the three-year-old in Family C was similar to the children in 
Families A and B, and was not on par with other non-Indigenous children of the same age at their 
respective child care centres. This was identified as a minor concern for Lisa, tempered with pride 
at her child learning and speaking his traditional Indigenous language, it was not a concern for 
Families A and B for similar reasons. Lisa was observed to connect and communicate to her son 
using non-verbal behaviour and the attention she placed on him by watching him closely, and being 
ready to respond to his needs. This was very similar to ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) findings regarding family communication, which was identified to 
mainly take place in the non-verbal realm. Physical development was supported with Family C’s 
three-year-old being accomplished at climbing and balancing, despite having less freedom in his 
environment when compared to the children in the other two families. 
Parental responsiveness was guided by expectations related to different developmental 
stages that guided parents’ approaches to child learning and development. Family C were the first 
of the three families to clearly portray the change between connecting with infants and a 
progression towards helping children to learn from the age of two. This clearly resonated with the 
Anbarra model of the baby “being fat and happy” (Hamilton 1981, p. 29) with a later progression to 
the “kid mob” (p. 102), where the role of the child was to commence learning about their 
environment and culture through involvement in ceremonies and adult interactions. 
Family C’s three-year-old demonstrated observational skills similar to Anbarra children 
(Hamilton 1981) and Malin’s (1989) findings. He would observe adults and then practice skills such 
as dancing, by mimicking the actions. While Family C wanted to protect his childhood by 
separating him from sensitive adult topics, the child was largely able to have free access to adult 
spaces and conversations. This was also observed by ACRS (2012), Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989), 
Malinowski (1913), Priest et al. (2008), Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) and present in the 
Elders’ commentary on raising children. 
  
148 
 
The prevalence and use of teasing was present within Family C’s adult - child interactions, 
and was also observed with Families A and B, as a continued theme of toughening and building 
emotional strength for the child, and to encourage compliance with adult directions. This differed 
from the intent of families discussed by ACRS (2002), where it was a testing process to see how far 
mothers would go to protect their child. However it still accords with a toughening up approach 
discussed by ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001). Lisa 
commented on wanting her child to comply and do as she said, but the results of her not forcing him 
to comply meant that she was behaving in ways Hamilton (1981) also found among the Anbarra, 
where adults would not expect a child to do as an adult said, and would accept this. Some key 
differences to both Families A and B evident within Family C were the absence of play based 
learning, especially in the external environment, and concerned the prevalence of play in the 
environment as a learning framework (see also Chapter 4). This is attributed to Lisa remaining very 
cautious regarding the area she was living in, the prevalence of child protection involvement in her 
extended birth family, the identified risks from police intervention within the neighbourhood, as 
well as her desire to keep her children close to her, as this made her feel valued as a parent. This 
also meant that Lisa did not embody normative parenting practices and allowed her child freedom 
to choose his activities as long as he remained close to her, and did not get into activities that might 
hurt him.  
Cultural identity was a source of great pride for Lisa and her family, expressed in the 
comments about keeping culture alive noted above. The importance of culture and connection was 
clearly very strong for this family, as it was for Families A and B. In this family it was clear that the 
grandfather had a direct teaching role in handing down cultural knowledge, including dance, 
language and stories of his country to his grandson. Autonomy played out differently for Family C 
due in part to Lisa’s difficulty in separating from her three-year-old, and inability to set boundaries, 
combined with her anxiety around managing any of her child’s distress and her desire to seek close 
connection with her children. This impacted on the child’s ability to explore and interact freely 
within his environment, and differed significantly from Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989) and the 
Elders’ commentary. However in the Footprints in Time report (DSS, 2015), which discussed 
Indigenous childrearing nationally, they also found children spent a significant amount of time 
indoors.  
In the next chapter, the data from the content analysis of the three baseline studies, the 
Elders’ focus group and all three participant families is discussed. It will specifically focus on how 
notions of ‘well-functioning’, as described in this thesis, can be seen to have played out for each of 
the participant families, including the links between culture and parenting in the contemporary 
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understandings of these three Brisbane families.  The discussion therefore returns to the critical 
conceptual framework developed earlier in the thesis, in order to demonstrate the idea that a well-
functioning family cannot be seen as adhering to a single model of parenting practices, and needs to 
be understood in terms of how it responds to its own circumstances and challenges. The discussion 
therefore illustrates, challenges and questions the value of stereotyped notions, found in some 
commonly promulgated views in the wider community, of what well-functioning Aboriginal 
families are. 
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Chapter 9 Discussion 
The broad aim of the present thesis was to gain an understanding of the parenting practices 
of Brisbane Aboriginal families who were identified as functioning well within their communities. 
Specifically, the two questions guiding the research were: 
1. In what ways do urban Brisbane Aboriginal families who are considered well-functioning 
by their community raise their children?  
2. How are these practices attached to cultural ways of parenting? 
 
In the following discussion, I first elucidate a postcolonial perspective in interpretation of 
the data, then turn to attachment theory perspectives to consider matters of emotional responses that 
emerged in the research. From the three points of inquiry guiding this thesis, which incorporated 
content analysis (Chapter Four), Elders’ focus groups (Chapter Five) and family ethnography 
(Chapters Six-Eight) a picture of contemporary urban Aboriginal parenting emerged and will be 
discussed here. This model is not dissimilar to a uniquely Aboriginal style of parenting previously 
described in baseline studies carried out at very different points in history, geographical location 
and context (i.e. remote, rural and urban Australia), in particular Hamilton (1981). In the present 
study, as in these reports of prior research, three themes by which parenting practices can be 
considered emerged with consistency. These themes were child rearing responsibilities, parental 
responsiveness, and cultural identity. Evidence of the importance of the theme of child rearing 
responsibilities can be found in the fact that between the time observations were made of Anbarra 
families in remote Northern Territory in the late 1970s through to the present day, attitudes to 
children, tolerance for child-directed play and allowing children the freedom to interact with their 
environment have remained consistent. The importance placed on parental responsiveness and 
cultural identity are themes that have also remained consistent over time. That is, the present study 
provides an insight into urban Aboriginal parenting approaches that has shown some similarities 
across generations and geography. Current discourse on the effects of transgenerational trauma 
assumes a breakdown of traditional styles of parenting within the Indigenous community (Atkinson 
et al., 2010; Hunter & Milroy, 2006) and results in negative stereotypes of Aboriginal parents, 
whereas these three themes have shown some significant similarities and differences across time 
and location. This finding has important implications on how to work effectively with Australian 
Aboriginal families, as it emphasises the importance of understanding the unique dynamics and 
functioning of Indigenous families. 
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While the primary inclusion criteria for involvement in the study was that the families were 
Indigenous and perceived to be functioning well in the community, it quickly became clear that 
despite structural differences between the participant families there were some marked similarities 
in their approach to child rearing. From this observation it was possible to begin to delineate some 
of the important mechanisms that, when present, seemed to provide for resilience against participant 
families’ experiences of trauma and difficulties, and allowed them to maintain a focus on effective, 
caring approaches towards meeting the needs of their children. Broadly speaking, this chapter 
addresses the question of why some families are able to function well in the face of their unique 
adversity and trauma, and the experiences of participants illustrate some of the attributes that 
contributed to them being well-functioning families. 
The research reported in this thesis applied a critical theory approach in the form of a 
postcolonialist perspective, to explicitly critique and challenge mainstream normative views that 
Indigenous parents are over-represented in Queensland and national child protection statistics 
because of their deficiencies. An objective and balanced view of Indigenous child rearing that 
documents the mechanisms Indigenous families use to overcome daily challenges, and ensure the 
best care for their children, is important in the process of dispelling these mainstream assumptions 
of deficiency.   
Historically the allocated underclass in Australia has been the Aboriginal community 
(Behrendt, 1997). More Aboriginal Australian families are known to police and child protection 
authorities than is reported for any other dominant or minority group (Tilbury, 2009). This has been 
apparent from the time of European arrival, and Stanner (1962) captured it clearly some 50 years 
ago when discussing the lack of appreciation for Aboriginal culture, saying of most Australians that 
they were: 
... unable to see, let alone credit, the facts that have convinced modern 
anthropologists that the Aborigines are a deeply religious people. That 
blindness ... profoundly affected European conduct toward the Aborigines. It 
reinforced two opposed views — that they were a survival into modern times 
of a protoid form of humanity incapable of civilization, and that they were 
decadents from a once-higher life and culture. It fed the psychological 
disposition to hate and despise those whom the powerful have injured... It 
allowed European moral standards to atrophy by tacitly exempting from canons 
of right, law, and justice acts of dispossession, neglect, and violence at 
Aboriginal expense. (Stanner, 1962 in Stanner 1972, p. 106) 
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In Queensland, it must be noted that the current remote Aboriginal communities were 
originally established to congregate Aboriginal communities when they had been dispossessed of 
their lands, and until recently most were under the authority of Aboriginal Deed of Grant in Trust 
(DOGIT) provisions that were legislated under the Community Services (Aborigines) Act 1984. This 
served to establish the 15 Aboriginal Councils of Cherbourg, Doomadgee, Hopevale, Injinoo, 
Kowanyama, Lockhart River, Mapoon, Napranum, New Mapoon, Palm Island, Pormpuraaw, 
Umagico, Wujal Wujal, Yarrabah and Woorabinda. Since this time, the communities have been 
converted from Aboriginal Councils to Shire Councils under the Local Government (Community 
Government Areas) Act 2000. Whilst this gave the Shires some similar powers to other Councils in 
Queensland, the Government’s view was that there was still a need for alcohol restrictions and 
welfare reforms (Altman & Johns, 2008; Queensland Government, 2015). 
I argue in this context that polices of assimilation, segregation and child removal have 
continued under the guise of child protection, albeit unintentionally. This is also visible with the NT 
Emergency Response as a result of the Little children are sacred report (2007), and winding back 
of Aboriginal rights to self-determination. Societies maintain stability through governmentality 
(Foucault, Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991) by applying force through agencies of law, as well as 
through institutions such as religion and schooling that establish ideological dominance (Kellner, 
2001). Indigenous families are more likely to experience substantiated harm orders with children in 
need of protection, compared to non-Indigenous families, who are more likely to receive 
substantiated harm orders with children not in need of protection (DCCSDS, 2015c). Viewing this 
situation through a postcolonial lens reveals the discourse of white innocence versus problematic 
‘other’ that reinforces the status quo and disempowers the ‘other’ vis-à-vis Aboriginal Australia 
(Moreton-Robinson, 2004).  
Weatherburn (2014) has argued that the over-representation of Aboriginal people in prisons 
can lead to the adoption of a belief that criminality is an Aboriginal trait. Likewise, the over-
representation of Indigenous children in the child protection system can falsely lead to ‘deficient 
parenting’ being seen as the cause of this over-representation. Despite the findings of the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991) more than 25 years ago, among whose 
conclusions were that the historical dislocation and lack of care afforded to Indigenous people 
played a significant part in their over-representation in the justice system, such views persist. 
Documenting the characteristics of well-functioning Indigenous families is important in redressing 
this selective ‘deficient parent’ thinking about the causes of Indigenous over-representation in the 
child protection system.  
  
153 
 
Future efforts to understand this situation require a debate that examines the role of race in 
perceptions of child rearing. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011) there were 
83843 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth aged 0-24 residing in Queensland at that time, of 
a total population of 155825 persons identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. In 2011, 
there were 3,181 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children subject to a protective order, 
equating to two per cent of the total Indigenous population of the State.  The 2011 rate for 
Indigenous children in care in Queensland was 37 per 1000. The rate for non-indigenous children is 
five per 1000. Whilst the rates for non-Indigenous children have remained at five, the rate for 
Indigenous children in 2015 had risen to 42 per 1000 (DCCSDS, 2015c). The much higher figures 
for the Indigenous population appear to have contributed to the professional and general 
communities’ perceptions of Aboriginal parenting as deficit.  Tyson (2015) identifies class as 
separating coloniser and colonised, with the colonisers regarding themselves as the model of how 
humans should be, and the subjugated population defined as the ‘other’.  This practice of ‘othering’ 
that divides the population into distinct classes has taken place in Australia since the first arrival of 
the British. With their arrival came the introduction of a system of laws centred on enforcing 
colonial ownership of an invaded land and the development of values and beliefs that devalued the 
existing culture within Australia, constantly reinforcing the negative ‘other’ representation which 
serves to maintain the notion of white innocence and savage other (Orozco, 2013) into the present. 
While this is clearly illustrated in the report of Queensland’s Commission of Inquiry into 
Indigenous over-representation in child protection (QCPCI & Carmody, 2013), the role of 
racialisation is limited to statistics on the over-representation of Indigenous families in the child 
protection system. It is of interest that the recommendations in this report emphasised the need to 
develop ‘strengths-based’ practice to address the over-representation of families in the child 
protection system (QCPCI & Carmody, 2013, p. 204) but included no commentary on the fact that 
the majority of Indigenous families in Queensland are not known to the child protection system. 
That is, the report reinforced the negative ‘deficit parenting’ stereotype and made no reference to 
the need to acknowledge and learn more about the Indigenous families who provide a safe and 
nurturing environment for their children.  
A major focus of this thesis is to understand what families are doing that helps them to 
successfully remain out of the system. Some answers and the identification of key mechanisms that 
serve to build resilience for families have been identified throughout this thesis and will be explored 
in more detail in the remaining discussion. 
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9.1 Aboriginal Ways of Child Rearing 
Each of the participant families involved in this study had experienced some form of trauma 
and yet were considered well-functioning by their extended family and community Elders. My 
notion of well-functioning as a definition for these families has been challenged during the process 
of this research. I had originally thought at the commencement of this study that well-functioning 
was linked to the absence of difficulties, whereby I envisaged families untouched by hardship and 
doing well to raise their children as those who would be without the encumbrance of child 
protection services (despite my own experience growing up). What I found instead was a deeply 
genuine and human response to surviving and thriving in the face of adversity, and that despite 
historic negatives and hardship, each family demonstrated they were strong and functioning well. 
This research found that, aside from reasonably superficial differences in context, 
contemporary Aboriginal child rearing practice in Brisbane possessed some similarities to what 
Hamilton (1981) characterised in reference to differences between European and Aboriginal 
parenting as an “Aboriginal model” (p. 128) of caretaking. There were also some similarities to the 
other studies of ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), Kruske et al. (2012) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi 
(2001) as outlined in Chapter 4. This was despite changes brought about by government policies 
such as assimilation and segregation, social expectations and pressure. Sutton (1998) has described 
the organisation of contemporary Aboriginal society as ‘post-classical’, indicating a structure in 
which traditional cultural values and practices endured despite the social changes associated with 
colonisation. In this context, the social unit of the family is understood as an enduring social 
structure. Kinship the bedrock of Aboriginal society, which was expressed in clan structures is now 
expressed in family structures in both urban and non-urban contexts. As Sutton notes “Persistent 
pan-Aboriginal cultural practices and values, and shared underlying principles of social 
organisation have led to remarkable commonalities in social organisation among families of the 
various regions in Australia” (1998, p 59). 
 The families participating in this study demonstrated some of these “remarkable 
commonalities” and enduring cultural practices and values that Sutton described, as well as an 
ability to maintain that which was culturally important to them. 
9.1.1 Towards recognition of Aboriginal ways of child rearing  
What follows elaborates on and further develops the idea of an Aboriginal ways of child 
rearing briefly alluded to by Hamilton (1981), but now includes empirical data available from direct 
observation of contemporary well-functioning families in the setting of urban Brisbane. This will 
illustrate how participant families enacted their own practices of child rearing, as well as empirical 
data from the Brisbane Elders who were able to contribute information on their experiences as 
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grandparents, parents and children. Firstly, structural matters concerning the role of grandmothers, 
the functions of parents’ birth families, and how parenting was taught will be reviewed, as these are 
considered as foundations to strong families. Secondly, processes that contribute to Aboriginal 
ways of child rearing will be considered. Lastly child-centric actions that contribute to clear 
understandings of the parent-child role will be discussed. 
9.1.2 The structural role of grandmothers  
Firstly, one of the key mechanisms that supported the resilience of participant families was 
access to and support from at least one grandparent, usually the grandmother. This role was 
represented in advice-giving and decisions about the best way to raise the children. Geia (2012) 
likewise found parents mimicked the styles of their grandparents in raising children. Each 
grandmother’s presence was more for wisdom than authority, and they had a role centring on 
helping their daughters to develop comfort in parenting their children. This was a subtle shift from 
Sutton’s (1998) findings that women of structural importance within families, such as 
grandmothers, held positions of dominance and authority and yet still similar to Babidge’s (2010) 
identification of each family as “having a core member, usually an older woman” (p. 103) who was 
central to family functioning. However for Families A and C there were similarities to Footprints in 
Time findings of grandmothers providing support and care for children when the parents were 
unable (DFAHCSIA, 2009). This was clear with participant families who each identified that the 
most significant people in times of trouble or for support and advice were grandparents.  
Conversely, each of the parents in this study saw themselves as the adults, with a clear 
separation between themselves and their children, and that the process of becoming a parent 
established the occasion of moving beyond being someone else's child and towards the 
responsibilities of being an adult. In all three families there were varying levels of assistance 
provided by their extended birth families, including differences in the grandparental role. As seen in 
Families A and C, the central support from the extended family was to allow each mother to take 
responsibility for the parenting role, to attend to other children and to have a break from the 
pressures of the parenting role.  Babidge (2010) alludes to this in her description of Aboriginal 
families in Charters Towers, describing them as “those frequently dependent on one another for 
food, for childcare, and other primary resource sharing such as money, lodging and transport”, 
demonstrating the “daily interdependence of a number of related people” (p. 102), including 
grandmothers, that characterises Aboriginal families. This characteristic was clear across most 
studies and whilst not captured in WAACHS and Footprints in Time, this could be due to the focus 
of their studies more than the absence of this feature in the Aboriginal families they discuss. 
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The significance of this role could be attributed to the grandmother’s role as one of cultural 
continuity due to the changes in family structure brought about by colonisation, and the subsequent 
subjugation of Indigenous people in this country. Consistent with the comments of Babidge (2010) 
and Sutton (1998), in this study the grandmother’s role was of structural significance in two out of 
the three families observed. Family B was somewhat different due to tensions between Sue and her 
mother, Sue did not nonetheless identified her mother’s mother as her support person, which also 
aligned with the importance of grandmothers in contemporary understandings of family structures 
provided by such authors (ACRS, 2002; Babidge, 2010; Geia, 2012; Sutton, 1998).  
This was also clear in the Footprints in Time report (DFAHCSIA, 2012) where 
grandmothers were identified as teachers of culture and a ‘go to’ person for support. Likewise 
Kruske et al. (2012) noted they were authoritative figures with mothers not talking when 
grandmothers were present, and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) noted that grandmothers and 
great grandmothers had specific roles within the structure of families, by stepping in to care for 
children during the absence of the mother and as teachers of cultural business. The dynamics of 
Aboriginal families have been shaped by changes in policy, combined with the introduction of 
welfare access for Aboriginal women. Sutton (1998) sees the structure of contemporary Aboriginal 
families as shaped by factors such as Aboriginal men being sent away or unable to locate work 
close to their families, reinforcing the need for mothers to lead households without support from 
their partners. Sutton (1998) identified this as a change from the classical patterns of patrilineal 
society to a post-classical pattern of cognatic families with women as the heads of households. 
When classical systems collapsed due to colonisation and the absence of male figures, the previous 
pattern of strict patrifiliation changed to one of increased matrifiliation, where the transmission of 
rights and knowledge was through mother’s mothers rather than father’s fathers, making 
grandmothers significant in succession processes relating to land rights and cultural knowledge 
(Langton, 1997). However, the situation was not uniform through the country, as demonstrated by 
the participant families. In discussion of such changes, Geia (2012) comments that women were 
compelled to take on more responsibility due to the emasculation of men subject to authoritarian 
governing structures. 
The inception of welfare increased the individual strengths and abilities of Aboriginal 
women to lead their families (Geia, 2012; Sutton, 1998) in the absence of their menfolk. In the 
present, a similar matrifocality was present in each of the participant families. Maintaining the link 
with the mother’s country as well as the father’s can therefore be a key factor influencing the 
maintenance of culture (Langton 1997), although this did not really emerge in the data from the 
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families. Without further investigation of the reasons for this, it is impossible to comment on its 
impact on family resilience 
The increased responsibility on and centrality of Aboriginal mothers comes at a cost, 
reducing their opportunity for equitable economic participation, thus reinforcing their place in 
society as dependant on welfare or a single wage as heads of their households (Babidge, 2010; 
Sutton, 1998), but does not acknowledge the social and economic contribution these mothers make 
in raising their children. 
What occurs as a result of this structural reality is the central role of women as carers, and of 
men as separate to the caregiving role. This was evident in the work of ACRS (2002) and Geia 
(2012), who both identified child rearing as culturally perceived as the role of women; additionally, 
Hamilton (1981), Kruske et al. (2012), Malin (1989), Silburn et al. (2006) and Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) all identified women as the central figures in child rearing, and mothers as the 
primary carers. Clearly, external pressures faced by Aboriginal families impact on how they 
manage the parenting role in the post-classical context (Sutton, 1998). The mothers in this study 
needed to perform the roles of disciplinarian, comforter, provider, and organiser within the family. 
In two of the Families (A & C), fathers only participated in parenting when home on weekends, 
where the focus was on having fun with their children. Once the father returned to work the mother 
was tasked with the resumption of a clear routine and discipline for the time the father was away.  
Mothers needed to draw more on extended family support and faced increased pressure on their 
own, whereas I can only extrapolate that if fathers were more available this may not have been the 
case. Yet fathers also bear a cost: as economic providers they lose connection with their partners 
and miss out on developing a connection with their children.  
With regard to how parenting was taught, participant mothers identified that they listened to 
their elders, in particular grandparents and tried to replicate their advice and actions during day-to-
day childrearing. This highlights a clear method of ensuring continuity of tradition across 
generations and was reminiscent of the idea described by Geia (2012) that parents learnt to care for 
children through replicating how their grandparents raised them, and was repeated in how great 
grandmothers were likely to be more protective of children than parents or grandparents (Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). This centrality of grandparents and specifically grandmothers was 
clearly evident with Family A in the instance of Carol following the advice of her mother over that 
received from hospital regarding waking her children for three-hourly feeding (see Chapter Six, p. 
104). This example demonstrates the continued structural role of grandmothers along with an 
opportunity for understanding of distinct difference between family beliefs and the advice of 
professional services, where the mother was inclined to follow the advice of the grandmother rather 
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than the professional. Another example occurred in Family C, where the children were learning the 
didgeridoo and traditional dance, and another, perhaps more controversial example can be found in 
Lisa (from Family C) doing what her grandmother (the child’s great grandmother) wanted when she 
was attempting to get her three-year-old to stop using a pacifier, as discussed in Chapter Eight (p. 
143).  
In Family A, grandmother Ellen was providing guidance that was congruent with what was 
identified by Hamilton (1981), regarding children’s control over their environment. This was about 
meeting the needs of the child, anything they wanted was ok, and this approach was also described 
by ACRS (2002), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), to further evidence of 
a focus on parenting based around understanding the child’s ability to exercise control over their 
environment. When these instances are placed in the context of Australian policies, we find that 
each of the grandparents in this study was born between 1934 and 1941 and raised during the period 
of assimilationist policies attributed with the wide scale decimation of Aboriginal communities, 
identity and culture, and the widespread removal of Aboriginal children. Each of the grandparents 
was impacted on by removals to missions, and some were placed in church-run dormitories.  
Despite these influences on their lives, they were able to endure as a cultural group in such a 
way that current day parenting still has much in common with Malinowski’s (1913) accounts from 
early explorers. For example, Malinowski reported a parent-child relationship that reflected an 
intimate connection of love and affection matched with support for the children to choose their 
activities without control from adults. This accords with each of the parents’ desire for a strong 
connection with their children, and with regard to choice of activities, was particularly evident in 
Family B, with their framework of child-directed daily routines and activities guided by their 
child’s choices.  
9.1.3 Extended family and the concept of multiple mothering 
 All three participant mothers thought of multiple mothering as shared breastfeeding, stating 
clearly that this was not supported by them, and that if they couldn't breastfeed their children their 
children were fed by bottle. When asked if she would allow anyone else to breastfeed her children 
Carol vehemently disagreed and stated that this was her role and gave her purpose as a mother, and 
said it was not acceptable for others to take this role. ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi 
(2001) however found mothers would breastfeed a relation’s baby. Malinowski (1913) also found 
this practice was evident when the child had lost their mother. The view of biological mothers being 
solely responsible for breastfeeding children however, was also supported in the observations of 
Hamilton where the mother “is the only one who feeds it” (Hamilton, 1981, p. 31). While other kin, 
as in grandmothers, aunts and other women were present in homes and assisting with childcare, 
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they were not identified as other ‘mothers’. Typically in Aboriginal society, a woman’s lateral kin, 
such as sisters and female cousins are structurally regarded as occupying a similar social role, as 
Babidge (2010) and Sutton (1998) describe, so that a mother’s sister might be referred to as ‘Mum’ 
by her children.  However, this situation should not be confused with the idea of multiple mothering 
or with the different concern of the mothers in the participant families, who placed primary value on 
their role as the biological mother of their children.  
This also differed from the concept of multiple mothering as found by Ryan (2011), 
regarding Victorian as well as Central and Western Desert Aboriginal children’s possible 
attachment to a number of mothers (ACRS, 2002; Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi, 2001). Bowlby 
(1969; 1982) did state that children can “have more than one figure to whom they direct attachment 
behaviour” (p. 304). Cassidy (1999) found responsiveness to crying or distress, managing emotions 
and social interaction were the most relevant indicators that guided who would serve as the primary 
attachment figure. The primary figures for connecting and then providing comfort within each of all 
the participant families was the biological mother, with support from extended family members 
directed at enabling this connection. 
 This is especially salient given that ACRS (2002), Atkinson and Swain (1999), Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), Ryan (2011) and Yeo (2003) asserted the prevalence of multiple 
caregiving, multiple mothering and multiple breastfeeding in the Australian Indigenous context. By 
contrast, while it could certainly be said that multiple caregiving in the form of family support 
occurred similarly to that identified by the Footprints in Time report (DFAHCSIA, 2009) and that 
close kin contributed to caregiving in many regions of the country, with participant families the 
mother was the locus to which each child would gravitate when there was a need for support. ACRS 
(2002) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) commented on the prevalence of multiple mothering 
but then also commented clearly that the child was returned to the mother when upset. Conjecture 
and debate occurs regarding the prevalence and existence of multiple caregivers, and subsequently 
the impacts this may have on diffuse and multiple attachments (Ryan, 2011; Atkinson & Swain, 
1999). A significant finding in the study was that while participant families received support, 
influence, and at times active involvement from the wider family, this was as a form of family 
support rather than multiple caregiving (Hdry, 1999). It was evident for all participant families in 
this research that the caregiving roles were clearly defined. Mothers were the primary caregivers for 
their children and there was tremendous pride for each of them in fulfilling that role. Cheater (2014) 
similarly noted that this type of family support enabled parents, such as two out of the three 
participant families (Families A & B), to have more freedom and independence, which they could 
use to the benefit of their existing children, or for social engagements separate from their families.  
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Of the families involved in the study only one had both parents at home with the children 
and, as has been described, in this family both parents were unemployed with the father actively 
looking for employment, but equally content to be at home sharing in the care for his children. 
However, the fathers of the other two participant families were working outside and away from 
their families in what is known as ‘fly-in-fly-out’ employment, where they would be home on the 
weekends and away during the week, resulting in primary care being the role of each mother. But 
the point here is still that although a more active parenting relationship, the mother was the primary 
carer even in the example where the father was present, regardless of how extended family support 
is defined. What is clear in the data is that these Aboriginal families were not nuclear families and 
that is what is most cultural about them. Aboriginal forms of kinship, expressed in a variety of ways 
within the participant families, is central to their ability to function well. 
9.1.4 Resource sharing as a tool for developing culturally strong families 
Both the Elders focus group and Babidge (2010) identified the importance of sharing as 
central in the development of culturally strong families. Resources were shared within kinship 
groups, whereby each family member, including children, knew they could access resources when 
they needed them. This could include money, food, household items and toys. The Elders clarified 
this concept in speaking about the value of sharing resources. Elder 3 spoke of this as “When it 
comes to resources… that child will be looked after for life, you know” (Chapter Five, p. 91). 
Babidge (2010) and Collard, Crowe, Harries and Taylor (1994) identified family harmony as 
premised on reciprocity between interdependent kin who shared resources. This sharing was visible 
in Families A and C, with Carol sharing her bank keycard with her brother, Rita sharing her car, and 
Lisa’s aunt giving her a car. Sharing resources is inextricably linked to social relationships through 
establishing who can be depended on when most needed (Babidge, 2010; Sansom, 1980).  
Each of the families talked about trust, autonomy of children and self-reliance, and each of 
these key values had its origins in sharing. There was no tolerance for behaviours that might impact 
on trust between children and others. This was related to ensuring the best outcomes for the future 
of children by developing an access to resources and support that was based on trust. Carol from 
Family A demonstrated this by stopping a teenage relative from playing with her daughter’s trust 
when he offered, then withheld something (Chapter Six, p. 106). Trust was central to relationships 
and was a strongly held value with all families. The way trust in adults was demonstrated was by 
leaving children with extended family members. Geia (2012) also identified this as a characteristic 
of the families observed in her study where community played an active role involved in raising 
children. This was visible in Family B where they let their child go with their birth relatives to a 
family function without them (Chapter Seven, p. 128). Each family identified that as their children 
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were their most prized possessions, there was no greater trust that could be given than to be asked to 
care for someone's child. This commitment to trust established a platform from which daily child 
rearing interactions were shaped.  
What follows next in this discussion is a consideration of processes that parents and 
caregivers enact and the ways that historical and contemporary Aboriginal knowledge is not 
recognised in broader understandings of Aboriginal parenting.  
9.1.5 Developing strong children 
Each of the three families prioritised the safety and protection of their children. A key 
feature each family spoke about was of teaching children to protect themselves through developing 
mental resilience. Each parent was clear that they knew their child would experience adverse 
childhood experiences due to differential treatment within early learning and community contexts 
based on their culture and racial status. Each of the parents observed supported their child’s choices 
and their ability to stand up for themselves. This reflects ideas in the literature on culture and 
childhood resilience, where the role of the family was a feature of developing the strength of the 
child (Grotberg, 1995; Gunnestad, 2006; Gunnestad, Larsen, & Nguluka, 2010; Kumpfer, 1999; 
Masten, 2001; Masten, 2011; Rutter, 1990; Werner & Smith, 1992). 
While children’s choices were supported, all families conveyed vigilance when it came to 
how each parent acted towards a child, especially when it came to anything that could bring child 
protection services into their homes. This differed from the findings of ACRS (2002), Hamilton 
(1981), Malin (1989) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) where children were allowed 
independent freedom to interact and exert authority over their environments, and leaves some 
questions about what differences may still exist between urban and rural contexts. Geia (2012, p. 
283) further commented that child rearing activities were “not confined to the physical home 
environment but are undertaken in much broader cultural contexts”, a difference potentially 
indicating some differing or specific concerns about governmental reach in the Brisbane context, 
and greater parental vigilance. 
This vigilance seemed to impact on the freedom that their children enjoyed, and a reluctance 
of parents to let them stray too far. All three families were observed to prevent their children from 
straying too far away from them when outside their home environment. This differs from the 
information from the content analysis and the Elders on how children were traditionally provided 
with freedom within their environment when it came to supervision and play. It demonstrates the 
overwhelming influence that fear of child protection involvement is having on parenting practices, 
and may end up further contributing to protective services entering their lives due to increased 
stress and pressure. The result is perhaps a more guarded childhood than might otherwise be the 
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case, as a result of increased fear of external suspicion if harm happens through injury, and less 
engagement and developmental learning by restricting children’s outdoor exploration and play. 
The problem this poses, as Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, and Sleet (2012) have pointed out, is that 
children have been found to seek out risk in their play as an aspect of their physical and emotional 
development, with some studies finding that if children are overly protected and not permitted to 
test themselves from an early age, they are more likely to engage in higher risk activities when they 
move to adolescence. There is also some research identifying the link between a lack of exposure to 
risky play in early childhood and a higher prevalence of emotional difficulties and mental health 
concerns (Brussoni et al., 2012). 
9.1.6 Co-sleeping 
It may be a curiosity to consider co-sleeping as related to the development of strong 
children, however it highlighted an interesting phenomenon concerning jurisdictional fear of child 
harm, ownership of knowledge and cultural understandings. 
Co-sleeping, where the infant or children shared a bed with their parents, took place within 
all three families and accords with Elders’ comments and findings in the literature (ACRS, 2002; 
Hamilton, 1981; Kruske et al., 2012; Malinowski, 1913; Priest et al., 2008). A point of difference 
was observed with Family A where the 12-week-old infants remained in their cots and the 18 month 
and three year old would end up co-sleeping with their mother. Co-sleeping was considered a 
cultural practice, and all families were aware of significant differences around Australia on the 
acceptability of co-sleeping, with a focus on SIDS and SUDI and associated risk factors (McKenna 
& McDade, 2005; Tyler, 2011).   
Each family, except for Family C, expected their children to go to sleep in their own room, 
but if they came into their parents’ room late in the evening they were welcomed into their bed. 
Where resources permitted, children had their own bed but this was not the case for all families. For 
example, Lisa from Family C enjoyed being close to her children through co-sleeping, but also 
craved some time to herself. However, she was constrained by having to sleep with her children on 
a fold away bed each evening. It was acceptable in all participant families that children sleep where 
they sat or laid down during the day, and they were left undisturbed until they awoke. However for 
evening bedtimes each family identified a clear structured bedtime routine for their children similar 
to that found by Footprints in Time (DSS, 2015). 
The difficulty faced by participant families and Aboriginal families in general is the 
discrepancy experienced in supporting safe sleep practices and the acceptability of co-sleeping. The 
Victorian Coroner recommended that: “Ideally during the first year of life but certainly until six 
months of age an infant must not sleep in a shared sleeping environment” (Coroners Court Victoria, 
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2012, p. 10). Ball et al. (2011) indicated possible cultural discrepancies in showing South-Asian 
families in the United Kingdom have a lower rate of SIDS than white British families.  Ball et al. 
(2011) found that these Asian families were more likely to bed share and yet their infant care 
practices were more likely to protect infants. Further to Ball et al.’s (2011) findings, co-sleeping is 
the social norm for ninety percent of the world’s population (McKenna & McDade, 2005); within 
ethnic groups where co-sleeping is traditional practice and smoking rates are low, low rates of SIDS 
and infant mortality were reported (Balarajan, Soni, Raleigh, & Botting, 1989; Farooqi, Perry, & 
Beevers, 1993; McKenna & McDade, 2005).  
This raises a deeper issue with the postcolonial pattern of devaluing cultural knowledge 
through a reluctance to accept cultural practices, with child protective agencies enforcing a sense of 
knowledge ownership and authority. For example, a literature review into safe sleep spaces stated 
that there was little research relating to the use or effectiveness of portable sleep spaces in 
Australian communities (Dodd, 2012). What was identified as valuable was a traditional Maori 
implement called a Wahakura, a natural woven and portable infant sleeping basket made of flax, 
recognized as a safe sleep tool traditionally used by Maori communities in New Zealand (Mitchell 
& Blair 2012; Tipene-Leach & Abel 2010). Queensland Health are trialing a version called the 
pepi-pod with the Indigenous community who co-sleep as a cultural norm. The trial of the pepi-pod 
sleep space is currently underway in Queensland with six participating health services that provide 
care to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families (Young, Craigie, Hine, & Kosiak, 2013). This 
trial exemplifies a devaluing of existing knowledge; the Australian Indigenous community has its 
own traditionally recognised safe sleep implement called a ‘coolamon’, and this was noted in the 
1980s by Hamilton (1981) as a means to carry an infant and provide a sleep space.  
9.1.7 Child play 
Family C provided an explanation of how a play focus unfolded for each child, saying that it 
moves from connecting to teaching once the child gets to two years of age. This wasn't specifically 
investigated with all families due to the sequence of observation periods, but was also observable 
with Families A and B, who were simultaneously connecting with their infants and teaching their 
children in accordance with Indigenous, age-specific timelines. A similar concept was elucidated by 
Hamilton (1981) where once a child was observed to smile the coolamon was no longer used to 
carry them, identifying a link between observing changes in children and then changing the focus of 
care in response to these. 
Child play featured as an aspect of child rearing that seemed centred on assisting child 
development by design. Two out of the three families (A and B), gave their children free access and 
ownership of the space in which they were playing. This was very similar to Hamilton’s (1981) 
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findings that children were given the run of their environment and was also prevalent among the 
families studied by ACRS (2002) and Geia (2012). There were however, some differences noted in 
the Footprints in Time (DFAHCSIA, 2012; DSS, 2015) reports, where they identified children 
engaged in indoor as much as outdoor activities. Family C differed considerably; this was due to the 
environment in which they lived and the anxieties this caused the mother, leading her to keep her 
child close when he was playing outside. Yet, Family C were the most traditional of all three in 
terms of cultural practice, with members of the extended family taking a supportive role. This 
allowed the child to experience greater freedom whenever he went to his grandparents. In separate 
observations, when children in Families A and B were playing, the adults left them to play and did 
not get involved even if there was an altercation, unless one of the children was at serious risk of 
getting hurt. My observations, and comments from the families led me to believe this was centred 
on building the child’s self-reliance and strength, knowing their child would need to resolve 
difficulties due to discrimination and difference in culture during their lifetime. Additionally, ACRS 
(2002), Geia (2012), Hamilton (1981), Malin (1989), Priest et al. (2008) and Waltja Tjutangku 
Palyapayi (2001) similarly found parent and adult non-interference in child activities. 
Of significance was that these families encouraged the creativity of their children when they 
were playing, specifically by re-using broken toys. However, their use was not necessarily as 
originally intended, indicating different approaches to child development, whereby children were 
expected to think creatively when using these toys. Outside play was supported by risk-taking 
encouraged as a part of that experience. This risk taking relates to helping children develop strength 
and resilience in the face of a life as the ‘other’. It was, however, tempered when in public due to 
parental fear of child protection services. Risk-taking was an aspect of play for families discussed 
by both ACRS (2002) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001), where risky play was acknowledged 
as a characteristic of children’s play, and that by their features, desert communities were uniquely 
more risky environments because of nature and climate. 
Speech delay was present for all three families’ children, however two out of three families 
still had access to their traditional language and this took precedence for them over competency in 
English. Even though each child seemed delayed in their speech, their physical development 
appeared in advance of their non-Indigenous counterparts. This I believe is a direct reflection of 
their parents’ support for children experiencing their environment and engaging in risk-based 
activities involving height (climbing and balance) and speed (running).  Of interest here is that the 
most developmentally delayed of the children with regard to linguistic ability was the three-year-old 
in Family C, who was the most environmentally constrained as well. Parental attitudes to language 
were centred on the needs of their children to be content and soothed rather than on prescribed 
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language development, and they were confident that exposure to childcare would assist later to help 
accelerate language development. Language and communication were however discussed in ACRS 
(2002), Hamilton (1981) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) with non-verbal forms of 
communication favoured over verbal channels. Yet in the Footprints in Time report language also 
featured as a concern, with the majority of children experiencing some form of language delay 
(DFAHCSIA, 2009). This is an area where all three families demonstrated similarities between each 
other and with the findings from previous studies.  
9.1.8 Risk management 
Risk management was similar for all families; when within their homes they were quite 
accepting of risk as a part of child-led activities. This transformed into vigilance when families 
were outside of the home and all three families reported that this was due to a genuine fear of 
coming to the attention of child protection services, and possible reprisals. This was not based on 
thoughts they were parenting poorly but on feelings of unfairness in how they were treated and 
perceived by professionals and other community members. All three participant families were well 
aware of risk but also wished to balance risk-taking by children with a desire for them to be tough 
and experience knocks and falls that come with exploring their environment. The logical 
consequence of children hurting themselves when exploring and taking risks was seen as a valuable 
part of children’s lessons from their environment. When we apply a postcolonial lens to this 
seemingly innocuous aspect of children’s daily life, it is telling that negative representations and 
pressure have led to feelings of scrutiny, uncertainty and caution regarding Aboriginal parenting, 
which is impacting on those freedoms that mainstream families enjoy regardless. 
9.2 Child-centric Parenting 
What has been described so far are the structural and processual aspects of an Aboriginal 
model of care. I now provide some detail regarding the child-focused aspects of parenting as they 
relate to the participant families focusing on observations of exploration, emotional and behavioural 
management, and the expectations of the participant families. 
9.2.1 Attachment observations 
Howe (1999) identified a significant link between child maltreatment and parent-child 
attachment problems within generalised child protection settings. There was an estimated eighty 
percent of maltreated children displaying insecure attachment for those brought to the attention of 
child protection services (Howe, 1999; Osmond & Darlington, 2001). Assessing Aboriginal child 
rearing is a difficult task given the lack of research surrounding the detail of these practices. Any 
assessments of Aboriginal parenting capacity call for cultural understanding and specific cultural 
knowledge from the assessor, along with acknowledgment and understanding of Aboriginal child 
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rearing practices and beliefs (Ralph, 2011). An exploration of attachment behaviours between 
parents and children in this small sample of Aboriginal parents may illuminate current perceptions 
on what makes for well-functioning families. 
9.2.2 Exploration 
The children in Families A and B had similar patterns when they were exploring. For 
Family A, the eighteen-month and three-year-old would come into their mother for a short period 
and then go out to the back yard to play. The twins for this family (sixteen-weeks-old) were fed and 
then largely left in their bouncers. Similarly, the two-year-old from Family B had autonomy whilst 
exploring and playing in his yard under the supervision of his parents. ACRS (2002), Geia (2012), 
Hamilton (1981) and Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) also found the environment was treated as 
a unique opportunity for learning for each child, but the major difference was that for participant 
families this was constrained to their home environments. Lisa from Family C differed, by 
discouraging her three-year-old’s exploration of his environment even in his own backyard and kept 
him close to her. Lisa commented that she was more comfortable with closeness rather than with 
distance, and that this was due to her fear of the environment in which she lived. This meant she 
discouraged her three-year-old from exploring anywhere that was out of her control and he was 
confined to playing on a mat in his fenced backyard. The patterns of behaviour for Family A and B 
were congruent with Bowlby’s third phase of attachment, where caregivers are the base from which 
to explore, and strangers are treated with suspicion and caution (Bowlby, 1969; 1973; 1988). 
However, Family C was closer to an anxious/avoidant relationship, representing a difference to the 
other families (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978).  
9.2.3 Responding to emotions 
Each of the families responded in specific ways to their child’s emotions. Family A and 
Family B both identified an understanding of their children’s cries to which they were able to 
attribute meaning. Carol (Family A) would respond only to specific cries as she knew that her 
children would come directly to her if needed. This demonstrates her availability to her children and 
comfort at responding to their emotions, and from her perspective, attributed her children’s’ 
motivations to seeking acknowledgement rather than attention. Sue (Family B) similarly responded 
to specific cries and would consciously check her response with a self-statement of “I think to 
myself you’re okay” (Sue Day 8). In both Family A and Family B, children expressing emotions 
were accepted and managed with calmness and patience. Whilst every cry was not attended to a 
point of difference to practices identified by ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981) and the Elders, 
children were not prevented from expressing distress, with emotions recognised as natural and 
important. Mark (Family B) captured this clearly by stating, “you gotta get to the end” (Father B 
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Day 1) of active emotion events. Lisa (Family C) differed somewhat by expressing discomfort 
whenever her child was upset and would actively try to distract and placate him. This also meant 
that she would try to avoid activities that might upset her three-year-old. Of interest, as Bowlby 
(1969; 1982) showed with regard to attachment, others in the family network could also fulfil the 
needs of the child if they were not being met by the primary caregiver. For this family (Family C) it 
is conceivable that each family member involved in the daily interactions with the child could 
effectively provide for a different aspect of his attachment needs without threatening Lisa’s role as 
primary caregiver. 
9.2.4 Managing behaviours 
Within all three participant families, the concept of managing child behaviour was 
approached with great similarity. Generally, child behaviours were accepted, with children usually 
left to sort out any altercations. Parents in each family would not respond to the first noise, waiting 
to see if they were really needed, which demonstrated considerable patience in being prepared to 
wait for their children to express a need for parental involvement. In Family B it was clearly evident 
that the mother identified as the lenient one and the father as the disciplinarian. This did not indicate 
that the father was harsh; instead he was consistent in his approach and very patient with his 
children. When called upon, he was very gentle in redirecting his children away from behaviours or 
activities that were considered risky. This was very similar to the style reflected on by Geia (2012) 
where grandfathers would address behaviour with a whistle or a gentle redirect. The Elders 
commented that outside observers often got it wrong by labelling Aboriginal parenting as 
permissive or overly lenient, indicated by Elder 3 saying it’s “not about being a control freak but 
developing something dynamic that builds children’s confidence and strength”. Also some key 
differences did exist as Carol from Family A had the discipline role due to her circumstances. For 
Family B discipline was the responsibility of Mark, and with Family C to some extent it was shared 
between the family mostly due to Lisa’s struggle with enacting any behaviour management 
strategies. 
9.2.5 Expectations 
Each family expected older children to look out for, protect and provide comfort for younger 
children when needed. This comfort could be in the form of stopping what they were doing and 
bringing the younger child to their parents for help. ACRS (2002), Geia (2012) and Waltja 
Tjutangku Palyapayi (2001) also identified that the peer group had a specific role of socialising, 
comforting and teaching younger children. ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981) and Malin (1989) also 
found older children would bring younger ones back to their parents if they were upset or hurt. This 
was closely linked to establishing the centrality of family and kinship, and clarity that family would 
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be there for you in times of difficulty. Specifically, notions of culture for these families reflected 
who could be depended upon in times of need, and in the case of these families, underlay their fears 
about child protective interventions. With so many families impacted on by removal policies, stolen 
generations and colonisation, the way culture has continued is through, as Langton (1997, p. 117) 
described, “company relationships” shaped through kinship understandings and social 
responsibilities. These relationships communicate the importance of family and collaboration in 
social affairs and resource sharing (Langton, 1997). Resource sharing and understanding kinship 
ties begins the organisation and understanding of culture for Indigenous Australians. I turn now to 
those aspects of culture that were found to be significant for the participant families in building 
their confidence as parents and transmitting culture to the next generations.  
9.3 Culture 
All three families spoke about the importance of culture, expressed in feelings of pride, 
strength and spiritual connectedness. The role of the grandfather featured strongly with all three 
families as being responsible for teaching and sharing knowledge of cultural practice, even though 
the grandmother was the central figure in two out of the three families (Families A & C). Even with 
the individual experiences each family had as the ‘other’, this seemed to build support by banding 
them together. Orozco (2013) described this as society creating strong cultural families, through 
subjection to difference brought about by racialised structures and attitudes. 
Each participant family identified that they felt strengthened from three central elements of 
Aboriginal culture: language, place, and family, with each of these intertwined to make the family 
feel safe in their culture. All families had a strong commitment to keeping their culture alive, and 
this was achieved by sharing resources with kin, encouraging children to share and, importantly, 
through handing down knowledge to the children in the form of stories, dance, and connecting with 
family and country as often as possible. The Elders further linked this with colonisation when they 
identified that despite all that had happened to them and their families, “We’ve always maintained 
our cultural identity” (Elder 2). 
Considerations of language were referred to by each family as knowledge of their cognatic 
group’s traditional languages, which at times was commonly termed ‘lingo’. Use of lingo was an 
important aspect of connecting with their culture, with each family possessing different levels of 
knowledge of the language of their ancestral land. Of note was that even though English language 
development could be considered delayed, each child learning traditional language was a source of 
great pride for its parents. The concept that is not recognised here may be the impact of 
bilingualism; depending on the context and learning strategy it is often found that one language 
accelerates while the other stalls (Paradis, Saad, & Coursen, 2007). This could be the case for those 
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children learning traditional language and warrants further investigation. Another reflection of 
postcolonial impact is that this does not seem to be considered in the child protection domain when 
working with Aboriginal families regarding their children’s development. 
Inextricably linked with language was the notion of place. Place or ‘country’ refers to the 
traditional land that each family came from and has rights in. Each family spoke of feelings of 
pride, respect, a sense of belonging, and that being connected to their country, was also about 
teaching their children how to live. This remained true even for families that had experienced 
generational removal from their traditional lands and is commonly recognised in the literature 
(Babidge, 2010; Berndt & Berndt, 1983) 
One of the ways families have been able to maintain a strong culture is through encouraging 
autonomy and self-reliance in their children. All children were provided autonomy and choice in 
daily interactions. Although perhaps less so in Family C, the focus was on supporting children to 
become assertive through the use of physical prowess in sports and athleticism. This was seen as 
important for each child as a survival mechanism that would build their resilience to differential 
treatment that would follow during their lifetime, in the form of racism and negativity. 
Self-reliance, as seen by the families, differed from autonomy and was concerned with 
respecting yourself as an individual, learning strength, and being able to care for yourself. There 
was no starting age and this may be one of the reasons children were given large amounts of 
freedom to choose how and where they played. By giving children as much free choice as possible 
it was thought that they would develop ownership of their environment and hence comfort within it. 
This explains why there was very little adult intervention in children's activities unless the child was 
at risk of serious harm. This paralleled ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981), Kruske et al. (2012), Malin 
(1989) and the Elders’ group findings of giving children free access to their environment and 
choices within it. In considering Aboriginal child rearing as it has been done in this thesis, it 
becomes clear how important it is for children to access opportunities to develop the strength they 
will need to face a society that will not always be supportive of their culture, race and choices. This 
strategy of building autonomy and self-reliance is then very important for the child to survive 
emotionally into adulthood not to mention also a serious consideration in any family assessment 
processes. 
The preceding discussion has outlined features of Aboriginal ways of child rearing with 
some similarities to Hamilton’s (1981) Aboriginal model of care and aspects identified from studies 
addressed throughout the thesis. These similarities have been consistent across time and place, and 
are still relevant and in existence for contemporary families. What this study has also found is the 
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significance of the research methodologies in challenging prevailing attitudes about Aboriginal 
parenting, as described in detail in this next section. 
9.4 Methodology as Significant 
The methodology used for this thesis was unique and effective in unearthing a view of 
Aboriginal parenting that continues to be undervalued. Most research into Indigenous child rearing 
and parenting has been descriptive but also has focused on identifying negatives and weaknesses 
resulting in a deficit view of Indigenous parenting and a distinct devaluing of culture (Bowes & 
Grace, 2014). What has been found in this research, due to the particular methodological approach, 
is that the experience of Indigenous families can be, and often is, one of resilience and strength 
despite fear, and structural and social disadvantage. 
Despite the rhetoric of strengths-based practices that pervades family support and child 
protection processes in Queensland, much of the current research and practice with Indigenous 
families focuses on their deficits.  The research methodology of this study has alternatively 
provided a strengths-based lens and a framework that has enabled an intensive exploration of what 
is working well. 
The research aimed to investigate how well-functioning families raised their children, and 
what cultural practices were incurred in doing so, and so set specific parameters around the criteria 
for recruitment to the study. The families engaged in this study were all functioning well in 
accordance with the set criteria, demonstrated through meeting the emotional and physical needs of 
their children, the parents’ focus on developing a strong relationship with them and their extended 
families, and a commitment to maintaining culture. Knowing more about these elements of 
childrearing and their importance will be beneficial in structuring a helping response that is 
informed by strengths-based research. Each of the families demonstrated a level of resilience that 
for this research has been identified as well-functioning in the face of adversity, measured through 
positive outcomes for their children despite the presence of risk factors. Geia (2012) likewise found 
that surviving meant dealing with intergenerational trauma, financial hardships, drugs and family 
violence. Footprints in Time (DFAHCSIA, 2012) found similarly that most families had to endure 
significant life stress events. 
9.5 Conclusion 
This research has achieved its purpose of developing an intimate understanding of what 
makes for well-functioning Aboriginal families in Brisbane, or what might also be described as the 
ability to endure despite adversity. This has been further developed through expanding the 
understanding of the uniqueness of Aboriginal family dynamics and functioning. What we know is 
that whilst significant numbers of Aboriginal families are involved with child protection services, 
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the majority are not. More research would assist in developing a robust, balanced view of 
Aboriginal parenting that includes investigation of the mechanisms that lead to optimal outcomes as 
well as the causes of negative trajectories into the child protection system.  
One of the key criteria for inclusion in the study was for each family to have had no child 
protection history. This allowed the research to develop a picture of effective Aboriginal child 
rearing in an urban context, but it is certainly not suggested that this picture is the only possible 
interpretation or model of effective parenting. As is widely known, Indigenous communities in 
Australia have been heavily researched, problematised and scrutinised. This has been exacerbated 
by research focused on deficits. Whilst essentially important in addressing population concerns, a 
focus on parenting deficits needs to be balanced with research that identifies effective parenting 
practices. A research base biased towards understanding only parenting deficits cannot effectively 
inform current policy and practice guidelines that recommend a ‘strength-based approach’ in family 
support. It has been the intent of this study to begin the process of balancing the equation by 
informing practice interventions with a strengths-based view. 
The existence of contemporary Aboriginal ways of child rearing, detailed below, were 
demonstrated clearly by participant families and possessed some similarities to the findings of 
ACRS (2002), Hamilton (1981), Kruske et al. (2012) and Malin (1989) despite variation in timing 
of the research, differences in geographical location and the context of the research (i.e. urban 
rather than regional). There were also some features that were different to these studies, namely 
participant families use of physical discipline for Family A, the absence of extended family support 
for Family B and the reluctance of Lisa from Family C to allow her child free reign over his 
environment. Even so, some of the key features or mechanisms that contributed to well-functioning 
families in the Brisbane context were: the structural support available from grandmothers, the 
further support of extended family, an attitude to child rearing that provides children with a level of 
freedom to interact with their environment and allows the opportunity for risky play simultaneously 
with encouragement to stay safe (although it has to be said that this applied to two of the three 
families only), and a commitment to cultural values as part of childrearing. Understanding the 
specific Aboriginal ways of caring for children should inform assessments of Aboriginal families 
and lead to improved interventions that acknowledge this feature of Aboriginal child rearing. If Lisa 
from Family C felt safe in her environment, I believe it is highly likely that Family C would equally 
demonstrate the support to risk-taking in play activities similar to the other families in this study. 
Understanding the grandparental role in parenting as one of significance for Aboriginal 
families is a vital component and is a role of influence in raising children in well-functioning 
families. This is a particularly salient finding to inform effective family support practices. Health 
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and support services tend to have a single-generation view where they provide advice and support 
directly to the parent. This would be improved by involving grandparents early on through 
respectful acknowledgment and understanding of their role within the family. The prevalence of 
this Western single generation view is even visible in the recommendations of the WAACHS 
(Silburn et al., 2006) where they identified that most benefit would be achieved by targeting both 
the child and the parent, with specific training targeted at the parent. Given the findings of this 
study I would argue the target needs to be inclusive of the family system that is actively involved in 
supporting the child and the parent such as the extended family, grandparents and community. 
Across Australia and specifically within the latest Queensland Commission of Inquiry 
(QCPCI & Carmody, 2013) into over-representation in child protection of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children, the focus has turned to ensuring strengths-based practice underpins any 
intervention and assessment process, however, there is a paucity of research that reflects this 
position. Family support approaches need to be informed by best practice and identification of what 
strengths exist for families currently receiving support. In practice this would be achieved by 
focusing on the strengths of an Indigenous family. With little research available to inform what 
makes for a well-functioning family, this research makes an important contribution by informing 
understandings of strengths in Aboriginal child rearing practices. 
This research has found that families can be effective parents and well-functioning families 
despite negative life experiences. The definition of effective and well-functioning families proposed 
here may be seen as in conflict with normative ideas, but arriving at this picture has been a 
significant purpose of the research. To truly apply a strength-based approach in either research or 
practice, it is imperative to recognise the differences in cultural and historical trajectories between 
Indigenous and mainstream communities. These differences are determining, and bestow distinctly 
separate outcomes on their constituents. Importantly, adding to the current discourse on the effects 
of transgenerational trauma and the importance of healing, (Atkinson et al., 2010; Briskman, 2007), 
the well-functioning families emerged from their struggle to be the best they could in spite of a 
family history of trauma. This human response was made clear in a statement by an Elder 
participating in the focus group who spoke of the “capacity to endure” (Elder 2). The true meaning 
of this became clear during my time with participant families who were strong beyond their 
traumatic experiences.  
Australia has journeyed some many miles over the course of our development into a first 
world country. We should always remain mindful of the position of privilege that is accorded all 
who have benefited from this development as a country of laws, values and opportunities, against 
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the position of those who are being left behind by it. As Father B jokingly, but clearly exemplified 
in his response to a bus driver who wouldn’t allow him on board: Yeah it’s because I’m black hey! 
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Chapter 10 Conclusion 
10.1 Introduction 
At the start of this thesis I made reference to the over-representation of Aboriginal children 
in care in Queensland and how there was a need to look differently at Aboriginal parenting to reach 
an informed understanding of this topic. This began a journey into the lived experience of urban 
Aboriginal families in raising their children. One of the key criteria for inclusion for each family 
participating in the study was to have had no child protection history. This allowed the research to 
develop a picture of effective Aboriginal child rearing in an urban context. As is widely known, 
Indigenous communities in Australia have been heavily problematised and scrutinised exacerbated 
by research focused on identifying deficits and gaps. Whilst essentially important in addressing 
population concerns, a counter approach of focussing on what well-functioning families are doing 
has identified strengths and positives contributing to effective and strong families. This has been the 
intent of this research and the preceding chapters began the process of balancing the equation, to 
ensure interventions are positively informed by existing parenting practices rather than by 
misinterpretations seeking resolution and validation through service delivery. 
If mechanisms that contribute to well-functioning families could be identified, it may 
naturally lead to improved service targeting and effective interventions to support and foster 
stronger families. Understanding the grandparent role of significance in Aboriginal families is a 
vital component of understanding the structure of support for them.  
10.2 Aims 
This study set out to explore well-functioning Aboriginal families and identify what they did 
that allowed them to remain out of the path of child protection services. Why were these families 
different, was it structure, actions, beliefs or even luck? Identifying this information would allow 
for an informed approach by the many sectors and agencies that work with Aboriginal families, 
specifically starting with child safety services and family support agencies as the priority. 
Across Australia and specifically within the latest Queensland Commission of Inquiry 
(QCPCI & Carmody, 2013) into over-representation in child protection of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children, a focus of ensuring strengths-based practice underpins any intervention and 
assessment process. Family support services need to be informed by best practice and identification 
of what current strengths exist for families receiving support. In practice this would be achieved by 
focusing on the strengths of an Indigenous family. With little research available to inform service 
providers on what makes for a well-functioning family, this thesis makes an important contribution 
to understandings of strengths in Aboriginal child rearing practices.   
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The study has also sought to inform mainstream understandings of how society relegates 
others to the social sidelines by denying the legitimacy of culture, knowledge and associated 
understandings. This was made clear in seeking to understand the experiences of Aboriginal 
families from early to contemporary times. I commenced this journey unsure of what I would find 
in relation to Aboriginal parenting. Could an ‘Aboriginal way’ survive the many policies and 
negative historical experiences and find its way into current day Aboriginal parenting? I was guided 
by a thought that there must be something in existence, otherwise why aren’t all Aboriginal families 
involved with child protection services?  
For those families that participated in this study, what unfolded was an intimate 
understanding of what makes them well-functioning Aboriginal families in Brisbane. This has been 
further developed through gaining an understanding of the uniqueness of Aboriginal family 
dynamics and functioning. What is clear is that whilst significant numbers of Aboriginal families 
are impacted on by child protection services, this is not, nor should it be thought of as the default 
condition for Aboriginal people.  
10.3 Path 
Thus started the critical analysis of what we think we know of Aboriginal parenting. What I 
looked at first was unpacking the literature. However, some key aspects of literature had limitations 
and contained some fundamental flaws. There were some seminal works that captured a reflective 
narrative of parenting and whilst some commentators negate the value of anthropological 
perspectives, even the majority of these seminal works had the anthropological body of literature as 
their foundations. The majority, but not all, of the literature ascribed to a deficit view of Aboriginal 
parenting and communities. Even within this body of work there were some errors in reasoning and 
use of evidence applied to establish unsupported conclusions. 
Within this thesis I have drawn upon the observations of anthropologists and some newer 
studies that captured reflections of Aboriginal parenting along with wider surveys that have 
contributed to knowledge of Aboriginal child rearing. This approach may be met with some 
critique, however, the benefit gained from this approach was based on their trained and developed 
observational skills. This was important as the more recent literature I examined was based on 
discipline-specific thought naturally influenced by the respective fields of the authors. This 
approach yielded empirical findings to inform aspects of Aboriginal ways of child rearing 
understood here, in brief, as child focused, where parents facilitate a child’s confidence and strength 
through supporting the child to directly access their environment through encouraging their 
independence, control and choices. In this approach, each action is related to the child developing 
the confidence to navigate their world.  
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This significantly adds to the current understanding of culture, parenting and Aboriginal 
ways of parenting for contemporary urban Australian Aboriginal families. I have also explored 
conceptualisations of Aboriginal child rearing with regard to who provided care, how they 
responded to children and the integration of culture as an important component of raising children 
the Aboriginal way.  
The significance of the data drawn on in this thesis is that, at the conclusion of this study, a 
clear idea of different aspects of Aboriginal parenting has been provided including establishing an 
understanding of Aboriginal child rearing characteristics. The views of Elders, presented in Chapter 
Five, are especially salient in this, given the role and place grandmothers were identified to have by 
both the literature and participants, in guiding mothers in their care for children. 
Clarity regarding the continuity of an Aboriginal parenting style across generations has been 
identified through the research with the participant families, and highlights a similarity of parenting 
styles and approaches over time and geography between urban and regional areas. That is, 
participant families in Brisbane in 2014 enacted parenting activities in directly comparable ways to 
families in the Northern Territory of Australia in the 1980s, along with aspects identified from 
studies of the Central and Western Desert and other studies from the early 2000s.  
Each of the families presented some clear characteristics, with Families A and C 
exemplifying the support role that extended family play in assisting mothers to maintain primary 
care and responsibility for their children. This challenges assumptions regarding multiple mothering 
being an Aboriginal cultural norm. Family B demonstrated clearly the way mothers and fathers can 
work together in concert to provide care, as well as parenting from the perspective of the child, 
always seeing the world from the child’s position and supporting their independence and control 
over their environment. The data from Family B (with both parents identifying as Aboriginal) was 
especially significant given the relatively poor documentation of father’s interactions with their 
children and their roles in the child rearing space. The paucity of data regarding Aboriginal fathers 
was commented on in most of the literature. Lastly, Family C exemplified these similarities in the 
way the family supported the mother by filling in the areas that she struggled with as a parent, 
whilst always communicating to her that she was the mother and ultimately responsible. For all 
three participant families, despite the impacts of colonisation, the removals associated with the 
stolen generations and the policies that have unfolded over time, they have and continue to meet 
standards of care that are recognised as well-functioning.  
10.4 Impact 
In the context of significant research on trauma and the effects on the Indigenous 
population, this study has found that for the participant families in this thesis, they were effective 
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parents and well-functioning families despite the experience of trauma, marginalisation and 
negativity in their lives. Importantly, ‘well-functioning’ was not the absence of difficulties or 
trauma for families but the fight to be the best they could be for their children, in spite of a family 
history of trauma. Even though the families in this study were selected as well-functioning and 
proved to be so in unexpected ways, this does not mean that for other families the impact of trauma 
and anxiety won’t affect them. There were still considerable parallels with the findings of the 
Bringing Them Home Report (HREOC, 1997) regarding the anxiety felt by families regarding the 
next generation of children being removed and those same anxieties were felt by the participant 
families about child protection and their worries of having their children removed. This human 
response was made clear in a statement by Elder 2 participating in focus groups when identifying 
the “capacity to endure” and was evident with participant families demonstrated strength and pride 
in spite of their life history.  
The thought of children being taken was ever present for these families and impacted on 
their thoughts every day, leading to a duality of behaviour.  All three families parented differently at 
home than in public. In the safety of the home, their children were treated as autonomous but 
developing human beings. When outside the home, the participating parents were all concerned 
about judgements by outsiders such as neighbours or Child Protection, which impinged on their 
parenting. In an already scrutinised population group this places increased pressure on the family 
unit. To remain well-functioning, families instead need assistance and support. The needs of 
Aboriginal families will be better met if we have a strong understanding of how those families who 
are managing well actually raise their children. Specifics, such as how they operate and enact daily 
interactions and decisions, will best inform assessments of parental functioning in a culturally safe 
framework. Characteristics of well-functioning families identified in this research include physical 
and emotional connection between children, parents, grandmothers and extended family, along with 
a focus on the child’s environment, learning through play and promoting the independence of 
children by allowing them to access the freedom to control their environment. 
Questions about the presence of poverty, lower socio-economic status and the presence of 
child protective services in families’ lives form a background to the picture of parenting presented 
in this thesis. Although variable across the families to some extent, a significant factor for all three 
families resided in at least one parent (both in the case of Family B) being unemployed. Yet this 
unemployment status was directed towards ensuring that the families were able to remain positively 
child-centric; as Sue from Family B coined it, they were “free ranged” (Sue Day 5) and could afford 
to focus on and respond completely to their child. One could easily argue that this increased their 
emotional availability towards their children and is worth further investigation. What was clearly 
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identified was that Aboriginal participant families were well-functioning as parents and they 
supported their children in the interface between the environment and the child’s expression of 
autonomy. They were always behind their children, supporting and protecting them, thus 
representing a strong foundation for the children to orient themselves within the environment, with 
parents operating as the boundaries. 
10.5 Recommendations 
Addressing what we now know, it is important to identify areas that may benefit from 
further research. These will be discussed under the three distinct considerations of research, policy 
and practice, and methodological recommendations. 
10.5.1 Research 
Firstly, of central importance were the effects this research had on families. Each family 
identified that spending time talking about what they were doing well also encouraged them to 
reflect on their parenting style and what their goals were for their children. Significantly, adopting a 
focus on strengths rather than deficits impacted positively on research participants as well as on 
knowledge development. Conversely, a focus on deficits and problem based inquiry serves to 
reinforce stereotypes. 
As has become clear, there are some fundamental questions regarding the evidence and 
some conclusions in the existing literature relating to Aboriginal parenting. This was manifested in 
the methodological concern of some data being misinterpreted and misrepresented to support some 
authors’ conclusions. It is therefore recommended that research methodologies be designed and 
conducted to ensure the accuracy of the base data to extrapolate meaning, in this regard, research 
that more clearly seeks the original input from Aboriginal parents and families is recommended. 
Further, more complex investigations into national understandings of Aboriginal child rearing are 
required to better inform national responses to Aboriginal families, especially prior to rolling out 
state-wide and nation specific interventions. While this study did not aim to generalise about 
Aboriginal parenting but to present a more rounded picture, more studies that employ the approach 
taken in this research, drawing on larger national cohorts of Aboriginal families, would result in 
more generalisable conclusions. 
10.5.2 Practice & policy recommendations 
As a social worker involved in daily support for Aboriginal families and communities, my 
focus is guided by improving practice. The following recommendations are informed by the 
understandings I have identified in partnership with my participant families. 
Grandparents are structurally important in developing support for families in relation to 
parenting. The importance of this finding should not be underestimated, specifically in relation to 
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the impact this knowledge can have on family support practices. Health and support services tend to 
have a first generation view of Aboriginal families, where they provide advice and support directly 
to the parents of children. This approach was also found even in the WAACHS (Silburn et al., 
2006) where they recommended a single generation approach in targeting parents for any parenting 
interventions (i.e. parenting programs and family support). By contrast, the participant families in 
this research brought this information back and talked it through with their own parents and would 
only follow through on it if their parents agreed. A recommendation is therefore that support 
services are advised to explore the grandparent and extended family roles and involve 
grandparents and extended family in care and support plans early on, through respectful 
understanding of their position within the family. 
Each family demonstrated functioning and resilience even though they were each affected 
by their own personal and historical traumatic events. It is further recommended that family support 
approaches should be informed by best practice and identification of what strengths exist for 
families currently receiving support. In practice this would be achieved by focusing on the strengths 
of Aboriginal families, but little research is available to inform what makes for a well-functioning 
family. Current policy and practice rhetoric is on strengths, however there are few examples of this 
being embedded and understood or exemplified in practice. 
Aboriginal mothers face pressure in raising their children, especially within larger families, 
or where fathers may be absent for reasons such as for employment. This makes the extended 
family more pivotal in supporting the mother and the children. Even with these increased pressures, 
families such as those participating in this study are managing surprisingly well given the context. 
Each mother benefitted from respite provided by their extended family and this is an area for further 
research, development and understanding. I recommend further exploration of support mechanisms 
for families. 
Of note was the establishment of initiatives such as the pepi-pod, safe sleep devices in 
Queensland Indigenous communities, highlighting the failure to acknowledge and value pre-
existing cultural knowledge and instead roll out programs based on mainstream thinking and values 
that reinforce dominance and ‘othering’. These approaches do not encourage connection with the 
community and may make it difficult to generate success. A fourth recommendation for policy and 
practice is, therefore, that practitioners seek to better integrate cultural understanding and 
research findings, especially by acknowledging and valuing any pre-existence of cultural 
knowledge which might impact on the delivery of services.   
Each family was found to benefit from support by extended family members, Family A 
identified the concept of ‘truth teller’ as someone they were committed to be honest with and listen 
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to. This concept was also evident for Family C. This is helpful especially for families experiencing 
difficulties as this could improve communication between support services and families. In 
instances of families assessed as having difficulties, it is recommended that practitioners explore 
and connect with extended family by exploring this with parents, to help with decision making and 
family support.  
Child learning among the participant families was clearly centred around play, 
independence and freedom within the environment for all children. As identified in this thesis, 
learning took place at the child’s pace. This can impact on families’ motivations to engage with 
acceptance of early childhood learning services. Given the families’ acceptance that children will 
develop in their own time and they should not be rushed, approaches that present early childhood as 
significantly concerned with early learning will not be thought of as necessary by Aboriginal 
parents. Agencies wishing to promote early learning should approach it from the perspective of 
what the child and the parent will gain from this, centred around increased peer group interaction 
and exploration of new environments by children, with access to respite and time out for parents. 
Even so, with the move to mandate early learning staff to report child safety concerns, this may in 
effect serve to prevent Aboriginal families interest in connecting with these services.  
10.5.3 Methodological recommendations 
As has become clear, the methodology for this study was unique both from a philosophical 
standpoint of considering what was working well and also from a view informed by a mixed 
methodological investigation of participants’ real and lived experiences. This contributed to 
ensuring an approach that was culturally safe for all participants. There is scope to increase the 
prevalence of this type of research that will further contribute to knowledge of Aboriginal 
community experiences and understandings. It is therefore recommended that research incorporates 
methodologies that connect with the lived experience of participants to develop new knowledge that 
is unimpeded by the siloing of knowledge. 
I will now move to addressing some key areas that will benefit from further academic 
investigation especially centred on the experience of Aboriginal parents. 
10.6 Future Research 
Further research would benefit from a continued development of a robust national view of 
Aboriginal parenting and the causes for negative trajectories into child protection, inclusive of the 
understanding of culture and effective parenting. This would require a national focus specifically on 
this question of what makes for well-functioning Aboriginal families and what it means to be 
raising children in an Aboriginal way. This should take into account socio-economic status, poverty 
and the history of communities around Australia. 
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More research is required on the development of language over time, especially as it relates 
to bilingualism for Aboriginal families considering the impact speech and language delay may have 
on child assessments. Each participant family experienced differing levels of speech delay with 
their children, and had confidence that they would develop without needing specialists even if their 
child was not performing according to normative developmental pathways. 
A specific area of inquiry hinted at during the Elders focus group was of differences noted 
in parenting by those raised in mission dormitories. Further investigation on the effects of these care 
practices and the way these Elders’ identified style of parenting unfolded may lead to new 
information on the parenting practices used by those involved with child protection services. 
The prevalence of resource sharing identified from Elders and demonstrated by families 
would be interesting to explore, especially in the child care context, in developing more connected 
communities. Currently the Australian child care Early Years Learning Framework does not support 
sharing of food in childcare settings and although not much discussed in this thesis, commensality 
is a consideration in developing strongly connected Aboriginal children and families.  
10.7 Conclusion 
Each participant family understood that their children would be growing up in a harsh world 
and, as a result, developing their spirit was essential. That children needed to be strong was clear, as 
for example with Lisa from Family C’s story of her son defending his sibling at school. This 
strength was developed by encouraging independence and was closely linked with the idea that the 
child would reach understanding in their own time. Elders conveyed that there was an 
understanding of the child as a developing entity, and it was important not to act in an overbearing 
or authoritarian manner, as this could have a negative impact. As Elder 2 commented “don’t crush 
the spirit of the child, their personality is just starting to develop. That’s a critical factor”. 
It is clear that families cared for their children and were in fact well-functioning. Their 
strengths were built on specific aspects of Aboriginal ways of child rearing and the centrality of 
family and culture. This was the case despite history and the prevalence of deficits and 
dysfunctional labels that follow Aboriginal families.  
The solution lies within our grasp to ensure that strengths are the foundation of our 
knowledge and continue to inform accurate views and understandings of Aboriginal Australia. As 
this thesis identified, in the words of one Elder, the capacity to endure exists, and to work towards 
ensuring that any decisions that impact on Aboriginal children are not informed by preconceived 
ideas of dysfunction or ability should be the goal of service provision. 
Until we begin to recognise and value successful aspects of Aboriginal parenting, our 
families will continue to be impacted on by cultural bias and views of Aboriginal families as unable 
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to parent. This can no longer be supported as each time a child is removed it serves to restart the 
clock on new stolen generations. We need to constantly be aware and ensure that any decisions that 
impact negatively on the future of our children will not be decided ‘because I’m black’. 
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Appendix A Family Participant Guidelines 
 
 
 
 
School of Social Work and Human Services St Lucia Campus 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone +61 7  3365 2068 
Facsimile +61 7 3365 1788 
Email swahs@social.uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
 
Ipswich Campus 
Building 3, 11 Salisbury Road 
Ipswich Qld 4305 Australia 
Telephone +61 7 3381 1184 
Facsimile +61 7 3381 1523 
Email bhumanservices@uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Howard Karger 
DEPUTY HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Associate Professor Andrew Jones 
 
 
Participant Information for Participant Families Version (P) 
Understanding Urban Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane (Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane) 
   
This research project is being conducted by me, Gerald Featherstone. I am a social worker who 
works for Kummara Association Inc. and I am completing my PhD through the University of 
Queensland, School of Social Work and Human Services. The research is supported by the 
Brisbane Council of Elders Aboriginal Corporation. The letter from the Brisbane Council of Elders 
is included with this form. This research project has been approved by the University of 
Queensland’s Human Research Ethics Committee. I am in possession of a Commission for Children 
Young People and Child Guardian, Working with Children Blue Card. 
 
What I will do as the researcher – Purpose of this study 
 
I am trying to find out how well-functioning Brisbane Aboriginal families raise their children and 
how these practices are attached to cultural ways of parenting. The aims of the study are to explore 
Aboriginal families’ ideas of raising children including parenting practices and beliefs around child 
rearing. 
 
I will be working with a small number of Aboriginal families and this will involve: 
-  Spending time with your family and those involved in child rearing individually in your homes, 
getting used to how you work with each other (parents, adults) and your children. 
- After some time and if you are comfortable, I will video key events in daily parenting 
interactions between you as the parent and your children (such as at a meal time). These events 
will be identified in consultation with you and your children during the time spent with your 
family. At the end of this process I will return the video to you, or manage it as you request, i.e. 
destroy.  It will not be available to anyone outside the research team and yourselves at any time. 
- Once I have completed the video, you and I will view it separately so that you are comfortable 
with what is seen on the video and so that I can view it and identify questions around what takes 
place during these events and further so that we can view the activities and discuss them. This 
video is only to be used by us (you and myself) where we will view the video together and I will 
discuss with you about what you see on the video and how this reflects Aboriginal parenting as 
you see it. This interview will not be videoed; I will audiotape and write down what you say to 
help me remember what we discussed. This information will not be identifiable to anyone else.  
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What I will do with the information collected 
 
I will use the information from our discussions and audio transcripts to write my thesis for my PhD 
and articles in various academic journals as well as present at various seminars and conferences to 
academic and community audiences. The videos will not be used for these purposes. 
 
Confidentiality 
 
I will ensure that your confidentiality is maintained at all times for this research. I will not use any 
names to identify people who participate in this research.  
AND  
I will keep the notes (video & audio)/tapes of the interview in a locked filing cabinet at my work in 
West End for the duration of the research, noting the requirements of the Office of the Privacy 
Commissioner’s National Privacy Principles, National Privacy Principle 4.2 (Australian 
Government, 2009) where for information no longer needed, I will return the videotapes to you and 
manage the audio tapes and written notes as per your requests i.e. ask you whether you want me to 
give them to an appropriate Indigenous organisation or destroy them. 
HOWEVER 
There are situations where in the interests of safety and for legal or professional reasons, 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. This includes where the researcher has a reasonable belief that 
another person is at serious risk of harm or, a child is being physically, sexually or emotionally 
harmed. This may mean notifying the Police and/or the Department of Child safety in situations of 
harm or possible harm to children. 
Where possible the researcher will discuss these concerns with you before releasing information to 
external agencies. 
 
Duty of Care 
 
The researcher will act responsibly and provide a duty of care to ensure the safety (physical and 
emotional) of all research participants. 
 
Giving material to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
(AIATSIS) 
If you agree, I propose to give all of the notes and audio tapes to AIATSIS for 
archiving and safekeeping. Please note that: 
- If I give personal information which identifies you to AIATSIS, the Privacy Act 1989 (Cth) says 
that other people can only have access to it if you agree that they can. I will talk to you about 
who should be allowed to have access to this information, and how AIATSIS should keep it. 
This should not affect you as all information provided will have your identity removed to protect 
your privacy. 
  
Risks 
Whilst activities consist of observations around everyday living and parenting activities with no 
actions outside this realm intended or required, families may still experience some minimal 
discomfort due to the pressure of being videoed and having someone observing their family 
situation. I will ensure that each family member is able to openly discuss their thoughts and feelings 
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around this and if necessary support family members to withdraw from the study without any 
penalty. 
 
Debriefing 
 
Should any issues arise from this research, I as a qualified social worker will be able to provide 
initial debriefing and counselling support in the first instance. 
 
Support if something goes wrong 
 
In the event that you do experience distress, or something goes wrong I will be able to provide you 
with a list of services and assist with access to these. 
 
Freedom to withdraw  
 
Your involvement with this research is voluntary and you can withdraw at any time without 
consequences.  
 
Getting paid for participating in the research 
 
There is no provision to provide payment for participation in this research, however I will provide a 
gift of a Samsung tablet or similar item to each family in negotiation with you. 
 
Benefits of the Project to the Brisbane Aboriginal community 
 
This project has potential benefits to organisations that provide services for Aboriginal 
communities. This is through increasing understanding of Aboriginal child rearing practices. This 
will potentially contribute to design of services that are sensitive to Aboriginal cultural experiences 
and parenting activities. 
 
Access to Results 
 
Research results will be reported in a format agreed to by you as the participants prior to 
publication. This could be through making the research results available to participants in accessible 
formats (i.e. non-academic plain English) such as a summary report of results. 
 
Complaints and questions 
 
If at any time you are worried or have questions about the research project, you can contact the 
researcher (Gerald Featherstone) on 0424779846 and talk to him about it. 
 
 You are also able to make complaints to: The University of Queensland Ethics Officer on 3365 
3924. Or, if you believe your privacy has been breached, you can make a written complaint to: 
 
The Senior Administrative Officer (FOI Office), 
Room 621, JD Story Building (Building 61),  
St Lucia, Queensland, 4072 
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Ethical Clearance Statement 
 
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of Queensland 
in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. You are of 
course, free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (Gerald Featherstone 
contactable on 0424779846, or research supervisors Dr Yvonne Darlington and Dr Diane Hafner on 
3365 2068). If you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you 
may contact the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924.  
 
Thank you for your time and interest in this project. 
Yours Sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Gerald Featherstone 
PhD Candidate 
School of Social Work and Human Services 
University of Qld (St Lucia) 
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Appendix B Participant Consent (Families) 
 
 
 
School of Social Work and Human Services St Lucia Campus 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone +61 7  3365 2068 
Facsimile +61 7 3365 1788 
Email swahs@social.uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
Ipswich Campus 
Building 3, 11 Salisbury Road 
Ipswich Qld 4305 Australia 
Telephone +61 7 3381 1184 
Facsimile +61 7 3381 1523 
Email bhumanservices@uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Howard Karger 
DEPUTY HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Associate Professor Andrew Jones 
 
Researcher: 
Gerald Featherstone  
PhD Candidate      Supervisors: Dr Yvonne Darlington & 
University of Qld        Dr Diane Hafner 
School of Social Work and Human Services 
Project title: Understanding Urban Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane 
 
 
 
• I have read the participant information sheet and I hereby consent to be interviewed as part 
of the research project on understanding urban Aboriginal parenting in Brisbane. 
• I have been given clear information, both written and verbal about the study, and understand 
what is required of me. 
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to answer any question and I 
remain free to withdraw without penalty from the study at any time without explanation. 
• I am aware and consent to myself and my family being videotaped and the interview in 
which I participate audiotape recorded and transcribed. 
• I understand that all information from the observations and interviews will be confidential to 
the research team and that all information will be securely stored with all identifying 
information removed and stored separately in the research office of the chief investigators of 
this project. 
• I am aware that there is no financial benefit for my participation in this study. 
• I understand that none of the information that I provide will be described or portrayed in any 
way that will identify me in any report on the study. 
• I am aware that I may ask any further questions about the research study at any time. 
• I am aware that the researcher will act responsibly and has a duty of care to ensure the safety 
(physical and emotional) of all research participants. 
Participant Name ....................................Participant signature............................     Date 
Witnesses’ Name ……………………….Witnesses’ signature …………………     Date  
Guardian Name………………………..Guardian Signature……………………    Date   
Relation to Participant……………………….
INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR  
Brisbane Aboriginal Family Participants (P) 
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Appendix C Elders Focus Group Demographics Information Sheet 
 
PhD Study University of Qld: Investigating what makes for well-functioning families 
in Brisbane – Elders Focus Group  
 
The following information will be used to provide a summary of this group. 
  
1. What is your date of birth.................................... Male/Female 
 
2. Identify, were both parents Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, both or NI (write 
A, T, B or NI beside Mother and father) 
a. Mother  
i. Area............................................. 
ii. Language group.......................... 
b. Father  
i. Area.............................................. 
ii. Language group............................. 
 
3. Where did your parents grow up 
Mother............................  Father................................. 
 
4. Where did you grow up – can you tell me the name of the place was it a 
community, mission, city, Queensland 
.............................................................................................................. 
 
5. Can you tell me about the community was it DOGIT, mission, city town? 
............................................................................................................... 
 
6. Approximately how old were your parents when you were born 
Mother.................  Father.................... 
 
7. How old were you when you had your first child.................................. 
 
8. Who was primarily the one who raised you........................................... 
 
9. When you think of comfort or being upset as a child who do you see 
comforting you....................................................................................... 
 
10. How did they provide comfort:..............................................................
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Appendix D Elders Focus Group Discussion Guide 
 
PhD Study: What Makes for well-functioning families in Brisbane 
 
Elders Focus Group Discussion guide 
Welcome, Acknowledge area, Elders and time 
Audio recording permission 
Introduce study; Ethics (Info and Consent); Ask about articles after explaining them; 
Explain process 
Caregiving 
1. Who was responsible for caring for newborns,  
2. What did it mean to care for children, what did good care look like, describe the first 
year of life 
3. Can you tell me how families act when a new baby was brought into the home 
4. What was the role of older children in regard to those younger then them 
5. What is the families role in raising children (safe what does it mean from what.) 
6. What expectations are there for older children and responsibility towards younger 
ones, Why do older children have a role in caring for younger ones; what is their role 
in this caring circle 
7. How do you think children learn or were expected to learn 
8. How were children expected to be supervised and when was it deemed necessary how 
was it done 
 
 Child rearing beliefs values 
1. What are the most important beliefs/ characteristics for children to learn  
2. (a) What did your parents want for you and what do you want for your children. (b) 
How did your parents help you achieve and learn 
3. What do you think of non-indigenous ways of child rearing 
4. Is there an expectation for children to share 
5. Does a child have to obey an adult 
6. How is please thank you or why asked in your language 
7. What do you say to claims that Aboriginal parents are too permissive or lenient 
 
Child rearing beliefs 
1. Can you describe your family / community core child rearing beliefs; What beliefs are 
there about infancy and child rearing in particular 
2. What are the main things parents wanted their child to know and learn, are these 
things different 
3. What thoughts exist about children who are crying 
 
4. Are children expected to follow certain rules or obey unquestioningly (2) what would 
happen if they did not 
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5. Is autonomy important for children, what makes this important 
6. (a) Choices children were allowed to make about their daily activities, clothing, food. 
(b) What was it that made this important; From what age can children make their own 
decisions,  (c) What would these decisions be about. 
7. Studies suggest that children are to be indulged - what does this mean for you 
8. (a) What do you think of current child behaviour techniques, time out, controlled 
crying, placing children in their own room (b) How should parents act when their 
child is crying or upset) 
9. Feeding children what was the usual routine (sleep / feed) Is there a rhythm 
10. Routines, what expectations are there on children; When is the right time to feed 
children, the same for sleep when is the right time 
11. Is it possible to spoil a child, how, what could this look like 
12. Is it important for children to be emotionally tough, How do parents achieve this 
13. What are the most important behaviours / skills for children to develop 
 
 Understanding child rearing relationships 
  1. What do you consider the significant child development milestones for parents and 
children 
2. The prevalence and use of teasing, my family would use this how about your history 
3. How are children encouraged to develop so quickly 
4. Can you describe the relationship between mothers and children; between fathers and 
children 
5. Was there a safety role, How would other family members and community engage 
with children especially infants 
6. Risk taking, what was considered risk vs. Play; How was risk managed for children 
 
 Behaviour and management 
1. (a) How do unwanted behaviours get managed (b) What are some examples of 
unwanted behaviours or bad behaviours) How are children taught 
2. Discipline dominates non-indigenous parenting discussions what do you think of this? 
3. Should children be smacked, hit or isolated 
4. Who gets into trouble more girls or boys 
5. What are considered appropriate behaviours 
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School of Social Work and Human Services St Lucia Campus 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone +61 7  3365 2068 
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CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Howard Karger 
DEPUTY HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Associate Professor Andrew Jones 
 
 
Participant Information for Focus Group participants Version (FG) 
Understanding Urban Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane (Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane)  
   
This research project is being conducted by me, Gerald Featherstone. I am a social worker who 
works for Kummara Association Incorporated and I am completing my PhD through the University 
of Queensland, School of Social Work and Human Services. The research is supported by the 
Brisbane Council of Elders Aboriginal Corporation. The letter from the Brisbane Council of Elders 
is included with this form. This research project has been approved by the University of 
Queensland’s Human Research Ethics Committee. 
 
What I will do as the researcher – Purpose of this study 
I am trying to find out how well-functioning Brisbane Aboriginal families raise their children and 
how these practices are attached to cultural ways of parenting. The aims of the study are to explore 
families’ ideas of raising children and parenting practices and beliefs around child rearing. 
 
I will be conducting a focus group and will ask you to be part of this group. This means that you sit 
in a group and talk to other people while the researcher(s) listen to the session so they can study it 
later. At this group I will present some earlier studies on Aboriginal parenting and will seek your 
thoughts on the results of these studies in relation to relevancy to today’s Aboriginal community 
and child rearing. What you say will be confidential within the group. To respect all participants’ 
privacy I will ask you to promise not to tell people outside the group what other people say inside 
the group. 
 
The research will happen around August – November 2009 
Location: This research will be conducted at Kummara Association, West End. 
 
What I will do with the information collected 
I will use the information from our discussions to write my thesis for my PhD and articles in 
various academic journals as well as present at various seminars and conferences to academic and 
community audiences.  
 
 
 
Confidentiality 
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I will ensure that your confidentiality is maintained at all times for this research. I will not use any 
names to identify people who participate in this research.  
AND  
I will keep the notes & audio tapes of the focus group in a locked filing cabinet at my work in West 
End for the duration of the research, noting the requirements of National Privacy Principle 4.2 
where information is no longer needed.  After that, I will return the audio tapes to the Brisbane 
Council of Elders or manage them as per your requests i.e. ask you whether you want me to give 
them to an appropriate Indigenous organisation. 
 
Giving material to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
(AIATSIS) 
If you agree, I propose to give all of the notes and audio tapes to AIATSIS for 
archiving and safekeeping. Please note that: 
- If I give personal information which identifies you to AIATSIS, the Privacy Act 1989 (Cth) 
says that other people can only have access to it if you agree that they can. I will talk to you 
about who should be allowed to have access to this information, and how AIATSIS should 
keep it. This should not affect you as all information provided will have your identity removed 
to protect your privacy. 
 
Risks 
There are no foreseeable risks for focus group participants in conducting this study. 
Support if something goes wrong 
If something goes wrong during this research I will be able to provide you with a list of services and 
assist with access to these. 
 
Debriefing 
As a qualified social worker, I will be able to provide initial debriefing and counselling support in 
the first instance, should any issues arise from this research. 
 
Freedom to withdraw  
Your involvement with this research is voluntary and you can pull out at any time without getting 
into trouble with the University, the researcher or anyone else.  
 
Getting paid for participating in the research 
Whilst there is no provision to provide payment for participation in this research, refreshments will 
be provided as thanks for your time. 
 
Benefits of the Project to the Brisbane Aboriginal community 
This project has potential benefits to organisations that provide services for Aboriginal 
communities. This is through increasing understanding of Aboriginal child rearing and the benefits 
this style provides to children. This will potentially contribute to design of services that are 
sensitive to Aboriginal cultural experiences and parenting activities. 
 
Access to Results 
 
Research results will be reported in a format agreed to by yourselves as ‘participants’ 
prior to publication. This could be through making the research results available to 
participants in accessible formats (i.e. non-academic plain English) such as a summary 
report of results. 
 
Complaints and questions 
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If at any time you are worried or have questions about the research project, you can contact the 
researcher (Gerald Featherstone) on 0424779846 and talk to him about it. 
 
 You are also able to make complaints to: The University of Queensland Ethics Officer on 3365 
3924. Or, if you believe your privacy has been breached, you can make a written complaint to: 
 
The Senior Administrative Officer (FOI Office), 
Room 621, JD Story Building (Building 61),  
St Lucia, Queensland, 4072 
 
Ethical Clearance Statement 
 
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of Queensland 
in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. You are of 
course, free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (Gerald Featherstone 
contactable on 0424779846, or research supervisors Dr Yvonne Darlington and Dr Diane Hafner on 
3365 2068). If you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you 
may contact the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 
 
Thank you for your time and interest in this project. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Gerald Featherstone 
PhD Candidate 
School of Social Work and Human Services 
University of Qld (St Lucia) 
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School of Social Work and Human Services St Lucia Campus 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone +61 7  3365 2068 
Facsimile +61 7 3365 1788 
Email swahs@social.uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
 
Ipswich Campus 
Building 3, 11 Salisbury Road 
Ipswich Qld 4305 Australia 
Telephone +61 7 3381 1184 
Facsimile +61 7 3381 1523 
Email bhumanservices@uq.edu.au 
Internet www.uq.edu.au/swahs 
CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Howard Karger 
DEPUTY HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Associate Professor Andrew Jones 
 
Researcher: 
Gerald Featherstone  
PhD Candidate      Supervisors:  Dr Yvonne Darlington & 
University of Qld        Dr Diane Hafner 
School of Social Work and Human Services     
Project title: Understanding Urban Aboriginal Parenting in Brisbane 
 
 
 
• I have read the participant information sheet and I hereby consent to participate in a focus 
group as part of the research project on understanding urban Aboriginal parenting in 
Brisbane. 
• I have been given clear information, both written and verbal, about the study, and 
understand what is required of me. 
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to answer any question and I 
remain free to withdraw without penalty from the study at any time without explanation. 
• I am aware that the focus group in which I participate will be audiotape recorded and 
transcribed. 
• I understand that all information from the focus group will be confidential to the research 
team and that all information will be securely stored with all identifying information 
removed and stored separately in the research office of the chief investigators of this project. 
• I am aware that there is no financial benefit for my participation in this study. 
• I understand that none of the information that I provide will be described or portrayed in any 
way that will identify me in any report on the study. 
• I am aware that I may ask any further questions about the research study at any time. 
• I am aware that the researcher will act responsibly and has a duty of care to ensure the safety 
(physical and emotional) of all research participants. 
 
Participant Name .................................... Participant signature............................    Date  
Witnesses’ Name ……………………….. Witnesses’ signature …………………    Date 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR  
Brisbane Elders Focus Group Participants (FG) 
 
